LUISS

Department of Political Science
Master’s degree in International Relations

Chair of History of International Relations

Henry Kissinger and the USA-USSR Relations (1969-1977)

Prof. Maria Elena Cavallaro Prof. Giovanni Orsina

Supervisor Co-supervisor

Giulia Gostoli

Candidate n. 641022

ACADEMIC YEAR
2021/2022






Table of contents

TREPOAUCTION ...ttt ettt ettt 4
Chapter I — Henry KiSSTIGOT ...........cc.ocoueiiueaiieeie ettt ettt ettt aeesateeseeenaeenneens 9
1.1 Henry’s life and back@round.............c.coeoiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeceeee e 9
1.2 Kissinger as a scholar and researcher............ccoocveviiiiiiiiiiiicceeee e 21
1.3 KiSSINEET 1N OFFICE ..ottt et 30
Chapter Il — The role of Kissinger in the process of Détente ...............ccccccouveeevencueecranennne. 33
2.1 Kissinger's Détente toward the USSR .......cccooiiiiiiiiiiiic e 33
2.2 Opening to China 1971-1974 . ....ociiiiieeeee ettt 45
2.3 Salt I and IT 1969-1072....ccuuiiiiieieeeeeeeee ettt st st 53
Chapter I1I- The contradictions and failure of détente................ccccccooovvvciiniiniiiniiiiiianeanne. 62
3.1 The VIetnam WAl .....cc.ooieiiiiiiiiieeienitee ettt sttt sttt et st nae e 62
3.2 The worsening of US-USSR relationships in the 19708 ........ccccocerirviniininicnienenne 71
3.3 The demise of détente and Nixon adminiStration..............cceeevuerienirnenieneenieneeniennenn. 78
CONMCIUSTON ...ttt ettt ettt ettt et et et eneeas 86
N 2 7T 7 PSPPSR 89
BIDIIOGEAPIY ...ttt 96



Introduction

Henry Kissinger is one of the most influential and studied personalities of the 20" century. His
wit, intelligence, and passions nourished his ambitions to a carrier in the American political
scenario, but more specifically, he is remembered as the architect behind Nixon’s foreign pol-
icy. Through the years, even if he retired from the public scene, he has always been willing to
contribute with his advice and opinions, that throughout the century, always remained pertinent
yet controversial at times. Henry Kissinger shaped international relations and this elaborate
aims at analyzing the years between 1969 and 1977, when he was national security advisor and

secretary of state.

Whenever historians discuss about American foreign policy at the end of the 1960s and 1970s,
there is a crucial figure to take into consideration: Henry Kissinger. He is considered the archi-
tect in Nixon’s foreign policy, and he is the only relevant person in the Nixon’s administration
to survive the scandal that in 1974 brought the President to resign. His theories in international
relations and his views of bilateral relations profoundly shaped the US foreign policy towards

the Soviet Union.

He also opened a dialogue on the limitation of nuclear weapons, and towards China, started a
dialogue with the country after years of isolationism and lack of diplomatic relations. He still
today continues to participate in the debates on the international scenario. However, Henry
Kissinger reached the peak of his political and diplomatic career during the Nixon and Ford
presidencies, and he is a crucial figure. His thoughts and theories in international relations were
developed during his years as a student and scholar in Harvard, but the foundation of his posi-
tions can be found in the childhood years spent in Germany from a Jewish family, and in the
years as a refugee in the United States, until he joined the army and became a naturalized citi-
zen. These early years and experiences are fundamental to understand the core of his theories,
which aim at achieving order and stability in a political scenario grounded in the Cold War. His
opinions on bilateral relations and stability in the international scenario shaped his positions
even when he was no longer part of the academic world, but slowly became part of the political
field, first joining the Council of Foreign Relations, and then as a National Security Advisor

and Secretary of State.



The aim of the following elaborate is to highlight the figure of Kissinger in American foreign
policy, and in particular his role shaped the dialogue with Soviet Union in what is considered a
relevant and debated passage in American history such as détente. The process is strongly tied
to his architect and his views, which are the product of his life. Kissinger is a figure in American
politics different from all others and his thoughts and controversialities will be at the core of

these chapters.

The following pages are the result of a careful reading of Kissinger’s memoirs and primary
sources of the events covered in the elaborate. Among the latter, a particular role was played
by FRUS documentation. On a second phase, the content of memoires and FRUS was compared
to secondary literature of the most relevant figures on the topics covered. A particular attention

was paid to Mario Del Pero, Walter Isaacson and Jussi Hanhimiki’s works.

The framework in which he developed his thoughts was characterized by the Cold War and a
constant tension between the United States and Soviet Union. Kissinger believed that peace
was a crucial goal, but could not be achieved. Instead, the goal to reach was stability and bal-
ance. The two countries were achieving nuclear parity and there was a need to regulate and
limit the use of nuclear armaments. This view, however, did not exclude smaller, limited con-
frontations in third countries, or proxy wars. This was the only way to achieve a balance that
could be durable in time. It was no longer possible to create an international system in which
the Soviet Union was excluded, or the two countries would have been in constant tensions. The
only way to achieve a balance was to create a dialogue, and a common ground with the Soviet
Union. In this way, the opponent would be legitimized into the system, and it was possible to

regulate the use of nuclear weapons, that was posing an increasingly dangerous threat.

However, this dialogue alone was not the entire strategy developed by Kissinger and Nixon. In
fact, in this complex scenario there was another strategic country to be included: Mao’s Peo-
ple’s Republic of China. The opening of a dialogue with China was the result of many reasons.
It was becoming certainly relevant in the Asian continent and it could have been a powerful
tactical card to use as leverage for the Soviet-American relationship. In fact, the two communist
countries were increasingly competing both because each of them believed that their way to

communism was the right one, and because they were important actors in Asia. Due to the



clashes between the two in March 1969, the United States were able to convince the Chinese
that a dialogue with the United States could counterbalance the Soviet security threat. Thanks
to these events, a Sino-American rapproachement started. At the same time, Washington started
a dialogue with Moscow that will end in the SALT (strategic arms limitation talks) agreement,

signed in 1972.

However promising this dialogue might have seemed, there are a few considerations to keep in
mind. This process, called détente, did not mean the end of ideological nor military confronta-
tion between the two, which continued to clash militarily in several conflicts, and ideologically
remained unchanged. In fact, the process does not mean the acceptance of the other’s point of
view nor giving up the fight for supremacy. Détente meant that the two countries were trying
to agree on limiting the use of nuclear weapons, first of all to avoid a nuclear confrontation,
with was mutually destructive, and secondly, to focus on domestic issues that were at the top
of the two countries’ priorities. On the American side, in fact, at the domestic level there were
several mounting tensions due to the Vietnam war, and on the Soviet side, Brezhnev was im-
plementing the Brezhnev doctrine and switching the focus to pursue a more global policy, less

oriented on Europe, and more focused on the third world countries.

However, there are several aspects of contradiction and limitations to the process of détente. As
previously mentioned, the two continued to clash, for example in the Vietnam war, which was
one of the major contradictions of the dialogue between the two. The fact that détente lacked a
code of conduct with a common interpretation, was at the same time a strength and a limit of
this process. In fact, on the one hand it allowed the countries to engage in confrontation through
third actors, but on the other, it resulted in the worsening of the relationship between the two,
and eventually in the failure of détente. When considering the worsening of US-USSR relation-

ship there are several factors to include.

One major impact is represented by the Watergate scandal and its consequences. In fact, after
the outbreak of the scandal that involved the entire Nixon’s administration excluding Kissinger,
the Congress raised challenges and doubts on the process, which did not allow Kissinger to
negotiate freely, nor to the keep the promises made to the Soviet Union. This, together with the
clashes in Third World countries that were increasing, and the threat of Soviet spread contrib-

uted to the end of détente. At the same time, a change in administration and the arrival of



President Carter, who was much focused on human rights rather than dialogue with the Soviets,
stalled the process until it officially ended with the intervention in Afghanistan in 1979. These
policies, carried out by Kissinger and Nixon, and later by Ford, are the pillar of a change in
pace in foreign policy during the Cold War, and a new course of action taken by the Nixon’s

administration.

The first chapter will focus on Kissinger’s life, background and on his views. In order to better
understand the policies that Kissinger will develop in the Nixon’s and Ford’s administrations,
it is important to first understand his thoughts and theories on international relations, history,
leadership and bilateral relations. The focus on his experiences is crucial to understand the ori-
gins of his geopolitical vision. His early years in Germany, leaving the country and becoming
a young Jewish refugee in the United States, and the experience in the army have shaped the
first ideas, that he later developed and researched as a scholar in Harvard. The second part of
the chapter will analyze his years in the academic field, and the topics and positions that were
crucial to him. These concepts, as order and stability for example, will play a crucial role in his

years in office as a National Security Advisor, and later Secretary of State.

The second chapter is dedicated to two of the most important policies of Nixon’s first term. The
main focus will be to understand the ideas and reasons behind the process of détente, and how
this process took place. Nixon’s administration at the same time, was working to open a dia-
logue with China, in light of the strategy of triangular diplomacy. Kissinger in these two major
policies played a crucial role, not only as an architect but as a mediator and diplomat. These
policies are crucial in the context of the Cold War and meant a change in direction for American
foreign policy. One of the major achievements of the Nixon’s administration was the SALT I
(strategic arms limitation talks) agreement on the use of nuclear weapons, which will be dis-

cussed at the end of the chapter.

The third chapter, instead, is dedicated to the limits of these policies, and how they ended up
failing. The first limitation discussed is the Vietnam War, a scenario of confrontation for the
two superpowers, which continued even during the talks. The two countries, in fact, never stop
their competition for influence, and to stop their interventions in third countries was never con-
sidered in their dialogue. The Vietnam War is not the only limit of détente. There are several

aspects that contributed to the worsening of the relationship between the United States and the



Soviet Union, which are both at the international level and at the domestic one. At the domestic
level, the Watergate scandal will have a crucial impact, that will spread its consequences in
foreign policy too, affecting the bilateral relationship between the two countries. The last part

of the third chapter is focused on the demise of détente and of Nixon’s administration.

Henry Kissinger is relevant for at least two reasons. He is the key representative of the period
of détente and the strategies behind it, which is crucial in the 1960s and 1970s. At the same
time, he is an eccentric and multifaceted figure difficult to compare to others, and independently

from the controversiality that he raises, he has shaped a decade in foreign policy.



Chapter I — Henry Kissinger
1.1 Henry’s life and background

A careful overview of Kissinger’ s life is crucial to understand his positions in international
relations. His life and thinking are the outcome of life experience, starting with his childhood
in Germany, his desire of appreciation as a Jewish refugee in the United States and the experi-
ence in the army. These chapters of Kissinger’s life resulted in the beliefs and theories that he
then developed as a scholar, and applied as a national security advisor. To understand his view
of the US-USSR bilateral relations it is important first to understand why the concepts of order,
stability, linkage have been developed and researched in the first place. To do so, the first part
of this chapter is dedicated to understand the foundation of Kissinger’s thought, which is rooted
in his life experiences. The following chapter in particular is focused on his world vision. The
first section is an overview of his life and background and it tries to explain how his early years
have impacted his mentality and views of history and international relations. The second and
third sections will focus on his writings and theories: first as a Harvard scholar and researcher,

then a statesman.

Why is Kissinger’s childhood relevant for our research? His early life might seem unimportant,
but it is made of the first experiences that will shape his view of international relations. His
passage from Heinz to Henry is not just adapting his name to a new reality, but building a new
life, in which is past as a Jewish refugee plays a crucial role, even though he never admitted it.
In fact, he will experience since a very young age disorder and instability, the impact of Nazi
policies and the consequences that those had in society. It is not a case that the main topics of
research in his years as an academic will be the meaning of history, order, stability and the role
of statesman in maintaining order, that same order that was destroyed in the Nazi period, and
in Kissinger’s childhood in Germany. In his research for the meaning of history, it is possible
to see the research of a Jewish that had believed in God’s will as the meaning of history, who
has abandoned his religion and is looking for answers. His research, the issues that he will focus
on, and the rationale behind his world views are the product of life experiences that started in
Germany in a particular historical phase, and this is why it is crucial to give an overview of his

early life to understand the core of his international relations perspectives.



He was born in a Jewish family on May 27, 1923, in Furth. He was the first child of Louis
Kissinger and Paula Stern, both from Jewish families. By 1923, the Jewish population of Furth,
in Bavaria, was no more than three thousand people. During the centuries, the Jewish commu-
nity in the area suffered occasional episodes of antisemitism, but on the average, they were well
integrated into society. Heinz’s father, Louis, was from a middle-class well-educated German
family. He followed his father’s career and after studying at Heidelberg University he decided
to become part of the teachers’ academy in Furth, a town near Nuremberg. He was a proud
German middle class teacher, who took a great pride in his honorable job. Heinz’s mother,
Paula, was also from a Jewish family, even more integrated in her town’s life. She was a sharp

and practical decision maker.

From a young age, it was clear that Heinz emerged in intelligence and leadership. Since he was
a kid, he was shy and observant. He was a thinker.! Heinz was not much of an athlete, but was
competitive and his personality emerged strongly, even in leadership. He was a brilliant student,
and this was clear from a young age. These characteristics will be evident in his years at the
White House. His childhood friends and family remember him always carrying a book. After
years of Jewish school, his father wanted him to attend a state-run school, but the political
situation was rapidly changing, and Heinz was rejected because of his religion. When Heinz
graduated from school in Furth, he went to study at the Jewish seminary in Wurzburg, not be-
cause he wanted to follow his father’s footsteps, but because in that moment, due to the political

situation, there was not much better to do.

Germany was rapidly changing between 1933 and 1935, and it was clear that there was no
future for teachers since limitations were introduced and intolerance was rising. When Heinz
was born, Germany was suffering the consequences of WWI, nationalism rose, and Jews were
increasingly treated like outsiders. 2 In 1923, the same year that Kissinger was born, Julius
Streicher® had founded a weekly antisemitic newspaper to spread his ideas and incite the exter-

mination of Jews. It only paved the way to the Nuremberg Laws of 1935 “that alienated Jews

1 Walter Kissinger, Mar. 17, 1988 Taken from Isaacson, Kissinger: a biography. 2013

2 Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 34

3 Julius Streicher was a German politician, who founded an antisemitic movement in 1918, and later became part
of the Nazi party. He founded and directed the antisemitic journal Der Stiirmer. He was responsible for racial
persecutions and was sentenced to death in the Nuremberg trials.

4 See Michalczyk, J. J. (2017). Nazi law: From nuremberg to nuremberg. Bloomsbury Publishing
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from every aspect of society. As a result, Heinz’s family ended up unemployed and isolated. >
On August 20, 1938, the Kissinger family came to the difficult decision that the only solution
was to leave the country. They first went to London, where they spent some time with their
relatives, and then they left to sail to the United States, where Paula’s cousins were living.

Henry was fifteen, and his brother, Walter, fourteen.®

His family moved into a comfortable but modest three-bedroom apartment in a squat six-story
brick building at Fort Washington Avenue and 187th Street. Across the hall lived Paula Kissin-
ger’s cousin. Other friends and neighbors from Furth and Nuremberg were among the hundreds
of new Jewish immigrants who filled similar buildings up and down the avenue.’

New York, and in general the United States, have been the destination of Jewish migration
waves that took place at the end of the 19" century and lasted until few years before WWI. New
York’s Jewish community was broad, there were schools, synagogues, newspapers, theaters,
societies.® The American society was different from European tradition. Immigrants, and Jews
among them were free to assume whatever rank in society they could. More specifically, the
absence of a medieval tradition meant that Jews were not weighed down by survivals of the
medieval religious concept.” America came to signify the certainly of freedom and tolerance

that in Europe was no longer present and allowed Jewish communities to start a new life.

A month after the Kissinger family arrived in the US, Heinz enrolled in George Washington
High School, quickly improving his use of English and his school records. He immediately
noticed the difference, and went from fearing walking around, isolated from every aspect of
society and persecuted, to a place where he could, for the first time, experience freedom. After
his first year of high school, Kissinger started to go to school at night and work during the day
at a shaving-brush manufacturer owned by his mother’s cousins. When he graduated, he had no
problems getting into City College of New York to become an accountant like his father’s latest

job in Germany, even though it was not his ambition. His desire of assimilation in this place

5 Schwartz, Thomas A. Henry Kissinger and American Power: A Political Biography. Stati Uniti, Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, 2020. Pag 27

6 Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 48

7 Schwartz, Thomas A. Henry Kissinger and American Power: A Political Biography. Stati Uniti, Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, 2020. Pag 28

8 Handlin, Oscar, and Mary Flug Handlin. “A century of Jewish immigration to the United States”. The American
Jewish Year Book, vol. 50, 1948, pp. 1-84. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23603332. Accessed 24 Jan. 2023
9Handlin, Oscar, and Mary Flug Handlin. “4 century of Jewish immigration to the United States”. The American
Jewish Year Book, vol. 50, 1948, pp. 1-84. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23603332. Accessed 24 Jan. 2023
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that welcomed him and his family, soon came to be reality, when the draft notice arrived at the
beginning of 1943, and he left for the army. It was the first time that he was not part of a Jewish

community. 1°

The years from 1943 to 1946 and his experience in the American army were crucial for Kissin-
ger because it was his direct access to the American society. In fact, the immigrants that joined
the army legally became naturalized American citizens and were no longer considered refugees
or part of immigrant communities. For Kissinger this is the first step into is American life, away
from the German community he had been part until that moment. The army was an incredible
opportunity to all the immigrants to become at all effects American citizens to complete their

process of integration in society.

The army for him was a new and shiny opportunity. With the entrance in the army, Kissinger
became a naturalized American citizen. After he went through his basic training, Kissinger
scored well enough in an aptitude test and was assigned to the Army Specialized Training Pro-
gram. Those that did well on the test, were picked out of combat for their intelligence, and they
were sent to college at government expenses. Kissinger was assigned to study engineering at
Lafayette College in Easton, Pennsylvania, an idyllic campus less than a hundred miles from
Washington Heights.!! Even among those who scored well on the test, he had the impression
that he was the smartest.

But in April 1944 the program was canceled because the army could no longer support the
program after the invasion of Europe, and the same year Kissinger became part of the 84™

infantry division, along with other 2800 intellectuals. !2

In that context, he encountered the person that could be considered his army mentor and that
had an important impact on his life: Fritz Kraemer, a 35-year-old Prussian US army private.
Kraemer was a peculiar individual, his father was a Prussian prosecutor, but he had followed
the University route. Kraemer attracted the attention of General Bolling, who was impressed
and assigned him to his headquarters. He knew that that division was composed by many intel-

lectuals and understood the importance of explaining them why the country was at war. So, he

10 Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 66

11 Schwartz, Thomas A. Henry Kissinger and American Power: A Political Biography. Stati Uniti, Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 2020. Pag 34

12Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 75
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gave a speech on the war and on the Nazi mentality. Kissinger was enthusiastic, and wrote him
the following note: “Dear Pvt. Kraemer. I heard you speak yesterday. This is how it should be
done. Can I help you in any way? Pvt. Kissinger.’3This is how the two exiled Germans found
themselves talking. Kraemer was surprised by Kissinger’s wit, and soon recognized his intelli-
gence and capabilities of understanding history. For Kissinger, Kraemer was a new mentor fig-
ure within the army, who allowed him to pursue new opportunities. Kraemer’s influence was
crucial. During the following few years, he would pluck Kissinger out of the infantry to secure
him as a translator for General Bolling, get him to manage and administer the occupation of
captures towns and help his way into the Counter-Intelligence. Finally, he convinced him that
City College was not enough and to go to Harvard.!* They had very different personalities, as
with time it was clear that Henry’s ambitions differed broadly from Kraemer disdain for money
and power. But in the first years, they had long conversations about politics, history, philoso-
phy. Kraemer introduced him to new thinkers and philosophy, and this made Henry aware of

his capabilities and understanding of history.

When in September 1944 the 84" division was sent to Europe in the aftermath of D-day, Kis-
singer was among them. Henry would remain in Germany within the army for six years. Thanks
to Kraemer he was picked to cover the task of German speaking translator for General Bolling.
Later he would be assigned to Division Intelligence, and later to Counter-Intelligence Corps
which handled military occupation and oversaw restoring order.!> Kissinger was sent to the

latter when the Americans were pushed back into Germany.

The first town captured was Krefeld, which was left in a total disaster. However, no one of the
Counter-Intelligence Corps spoke German, and when the task of handling civilian occupation
was assigned to Kraemer, he declined, suggesting Kissinger to administer it instead. His job
there was to bring the town back to function and find the Nazi left there. His task for the Coun-
ter-Intelligence was to find Nazi and Gestapo agents on the territory under American control.!'®

In June 1945 he became commander of the Counter-Intelligence detachment assigned to

13 This incident has been frequently recounted, often with minor variations. This version is from an interview
with Fritz Kraemer, May 4, 1988, and with Henry Kissinger, Dec. 19, 1988. Taken from Isaacson, Kissinger: a
biography, 2013

14 Schwartz, Thomas A. Henry Kissinger and American Power: A Political Biography. Stati Uniti, Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 2020. Pag 45

15 Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 85

16 Blumenfeld, Ralph, and reporters of the New York Post. Henry Kissinger. Stati Uniti, New American Library,
1974.pag 45-68
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provide order and weed out dangerous Nazis in the Bergstrasse district of Hesse.!” Again, after
a year Kraemer stepped in and insisted that he became a teacher at the European Command
Intelligence School. The school taught Allied military officers how to uncover Nazis and restore

German civil authority.'8

The experience in the army had a strong impact on Kissinger. First, as said earlier, it was the
first time that he was outside of the Jewish community. He no longer practiced his religion, and
no longer felt part of the refugee community. The army was a way for him to acquire confidence

and quicken his integration in his new country.

“It was an Americanization process,” said Kissinger. “It was the first time I was not with Ger-
man Jewish people. I gained confidence in the army.” Says his brother, Walter: “Both of us

found our way, got ourselves going, became who we are, because of our time in the service.”!”

During his life Kissinger rarely talked about his childhood or the Holocaust, claiming that the
events did not leave a mark on him. It is highly unlikely however, that such events did not shape
part of his beliefs. In fact, after witnessing the Nazi horror, he abandoned Judaism and conse-
quently the view that meaning of history is connected to God’s will. Later in his life, especially
in Harvard, he would embark in intellectual research on the meaning of history.?° Kissinger’s
childhood experiences, not surprisingly, also instilled in him a deep distrust of other people that

remained an aspect of his personality for his entire life.?!

Moreover, he had been an outcast during his childhood, excluded from school, events, and peo-
ple around him and his family, he would, once in the United States, develop a desire of ac-
ceptance, as referred to by Arthur Schlesinger, historian, and longtime friend of Kissinger’s
“refugee’s desire for approval’’.?? This desire for approval generated a duality that will char-
acterize Kissinger’s personality and way of operating. His attempts of deceitfulness, secrecy

and back channels that characterized his time in office were often the result of his attempt to

17 Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 95

18 Schwartz, Thomas A. Henry Kissinger and American Power: A Political Biography. Stati Uniti, Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 2020. Pag 43

19 Henry Kissinger, Dec. 19, 1988, interviewed by Walter Isaacson, Kissinger: a biography. 2013

20 Dickson, Peter. Kissinger and the Meaning of History. Regno Unito, Cambridge, 1979 pag 43

21 Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 52

22 Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., Feb. 16, 1989. Taken from Isaacson. Kissinger: a biography 2013
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win approval of opposing groups. During Vietnam, for example, he would attempt to convince
dovish Harvard intellectuals that he was still one of them while simultaneously trying to impress
Nixon with hardline advice. He would try to gain the right’s support over détente after receiving

strong criticisms, at the same time criticizing Reagan to his intellectual friends. 23

The Nazi experience and his past could have directed Kissinger towards two different ap-
proaches in foreign policy: an idealistic approach, focused on the protection of human rights,
or a realist approach that aimed at preserving the stability of the system and balance of power
at all costs. Kissinger would follow the latter route. Given a choice of order or justice, he often
said, paraphrasing Goethe, he would choose order. He had seen too clearly the consequences

of disorder.?*

One of the main positive effects of his early life, however, is the love for his adopted country.
When the young Heinz moved to New York and became Henry, the tolerance and order he
found would give him a sense of personal freedom and chance to someone that as a Jewish boy
was afraid to walk the streets.?® “I therefore,” he would later say, “have always had a special
feeling for what America means, which native-born citizens perhaps take for granted.”?

Before returning to the United States from Germany in 1947, Kraemer’s advice proved to be
fundamental again for Kissinger’s future. In this last advice he told him “You need an educa-

tion, go to a fine college. A gentleman does not go to the College of the City of New York.”

This advice, reflected Kraemer’s elitist views, but matched well with Henry’s ambitions.

Harvard university was one of the few to make a special effort to make sure that veterans had
access to university. In this context, Henry met his academic mentor, William Elliot, a professor
of the Government department. Again, he was a devoted and insatiable student. Elliot’s men-
toring provided Kissinger with a boost since he was an undergraduate student until later in his
path to become professor. Under Elliot’s guidance, Kissinger focused on both government and

philosophy. Henry’s thesis became quite famous at Harvard for its incredible length. The

23 Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 53

24 Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 54

25 Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 55

26 Landow, David. Kissinger: The Uses of Power. Stati Uniti, Houghton Mifflin, 1972 pag 15

27 Fritz Kraemer, May 14, 1988; Henry Kissinger, Dec. 19, 1988”, taken from Isaacson, Kissinger: a
biography.2013 pag 103
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elaborate, titled The meaning of history: Reflections on Spengler, Toynbee, and Kant was a

combination of intellectual brilliance and unconventionality.

In his undergraduate thesis, he introduced themes about freedom, revolution, bureaucracy, and
morality. The Meaning of History raised one of the most fundamental philosophical issues: the
problem of determinism versus free will.?® These themes will accompany Kissinger throughout
his years both as a scholar and researcher and will be at the base of his theories in international

relations. In the next section, they will be analyzed more in depth.

In 1951, Elliot gave Kissinger a project that lasted several years, and gave him the possibility
to start building his network of important acquaintances: the Harvard International Seminar.
Kissinger was the one to pick the people to participate in it. The program was dedicated to
young promising leaders to spend the summer at Harvard. Kissinger in this way was connected

not only to young future leaders, but also to the famous lecturers that he invited.

Kissinger’s doctoral thesis surprised again. This time, however, because it seemed outdated.
Instead of focusing on contemporary matters, his thesis was titled: 4 World Restored: Metter-
nich, Castlereagh and the Problems of Peace 1812-22. He believed that through the study and
understanding of history, it was possible to solve modern issues too, and that contemporary
issues were not that different and unrelated to the beginning of the 17" century’s ones. On the
first page of this elaborate he wrote something that will define his realism and outlook through-
out his career.

“Whenever peace—conceived as the avoidance of war—has been the primary objective of a
power or a group of powers, the international system has been at the mercy of the most ruthless
member of the international community,” he wrote. A more proper goal, he argued, was for

“stability based on an equilibrium of forces.”"”’

At Harvard Kissinger had also another opportunity that will impact his career. He ran into

Arthur Schlesinger Jr, a member of the Council of Foreign Relations, who asked him to look at

28 Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 118
29 Kissinger, Henry. A World Restored: Metternich, Castlereagh, and the Problems of Peace,
1812-22. Stati Uniti, Houghton Mifflin, 1957.
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a paper he had written on nuclear weapons. Kissinger’s comments were so that impressive, so

he sent the article to Foreign Affairs, the quarterly of the Council of Foreign Relations. 3°

Henry’s involvement with the Council of Foreign Relations is a crucial passage in his career. It
meant the transition between his role as an academic, and the opening act for his career in
foreign policy. In fact, the Council of Foreign Relation was a crucial actor in shaping foreign
policy. Henry became member of the Council in 1956 and has also served as a member of the

Board of Directors from 1977 to 1981. 3!

To fully understand the importance of this step in Kissinger’s career, it is important to describe
the importance of a think tank like the Council of Foreign Relations. Think tanks offer a privi-
leged look at the policy making process and the relationship between public institutions and
private stakeholders. Think tanks are influential private organizations as they operate where
parties, agencies, interest groups and academic institutions meet. Generally, think tanks try to
influence political agenda through three main activities: entering into the public debate, advis-
ing policymakers, and fostering dialogue through public diplomacy activities. Under this light,

foreign-policy think tanks are symbols soft power and informal advising™.

The Council on Foreign Relations has been generally described as the most authoritative for-
eign-policy think tanks in the American history. This private organization acted like a Brain
Trust, status reached under Kennedy’s administration, and thus provided general principles and
policy papers to the heads of the State Department and the White House which would then use
them as the basis of their foreign policies. The Council on Foreign Relations members continue
to arouse the keen interest of historians and social scientists because of their social profile and
political vision: they influenced world politics both as informal strategists and unconventional
diplomats. In the case of CFR experts, their world view and cultural predisposition towards
Anglo-American cooperation influenced a great deal their activities in political arena. Addi-

tionally, the CFR's Foreign Affairs magazine became one of the most authoritative scientific

30 Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 149
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32 See Diane Stone, Capturing the Political Imagination: Think Tanks and the Policy Process Regno Unito,
Frank Cass, 1996; Abelson Donald, Capitol Ideal: Think Tanks and US Foreign Policy, Canada, Mc Gill-
Queen's University Press, 2006
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journal of that time in international economics and politics.*® They used to meet together and
share information about international affairs. Moreover, the Council of Foreign Relations had
a great impact in influencing public opinion on foreign policy. The domestic support was crucial
in the success of any foreign policy decision, as we will see for the Vietnam war or several
other occasions. Kissinger was aware of it and placed a great importance of the image perceived

by the population of the Nixon’s administration foreign policy.

Thus, Kissinger was entering the core of foreign policy analysis, and was at a turning point in
his life.
Within the Council of Foreign Relations, Kissinger will be a very active member, and will

publish several articles on diplomacy, defence, and the use of nuclear weapons for Foreign

Affairs.

The article had two main consequences. First, it was the base for Kissinger’s theory that peace
was not possible, and the country should be ready to fight “’limited wars’’, which was the pre-
cursor of Kennedy’s administration’s flexible response strategy** and NATO’s deployment of
intermediate-range nuclear weapons in Europe. The second consequence was that it helped
Henry get a job at the Council of Foreign Relations, which would bring him from an academic

context to the world of nuclear strategists. 3

Kissinger was offered a job as a study group director on the topic of nuclear weapons, and this,
like the Harvard International Seminars, gave him the chance to build his own network and be
around great minds and powerful personalities. He divided the group in smaller panels, basi-
cally serving the aim of producing a book on the matter of nuclear weapons and foreign affairs.
From this study, Kissinger concluded that the United States had to develop the capacity to use
nuclear weapons to fight limited wars.?® This theory proved quite controversial, since limiting

a war in which nuclear weapons are deployed was quite impossible. These ideas were not

33 Grose, Peter. Continuing the Inquiry. The Council of Foreign Relations from 1921 to 1996. Stati Uniti, Council
of Foreign Relations, 1996 Pp 14-22.

34 See Combs, J. A. John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, and flexible response. The history of american
foreign policy pp. 182-203.Stati Uniti, Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315497297-8

35 Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 150- 151
36 Schwartz, Thomas A. Henry Kissinger and American Power: A Political Biography. Stati Uniti, Farrar,
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Kissinger’s alone. In fact, that is the main results of the panels’ discussions, mainly derived

from the ideas of Paul Nitze and General Gavin. 3’

In 1955 Kissinger met the person that can be compared to Kraemer for the army and Elliot for
Harvard: Nelson Aldrich Rockefeller, member of the Council of Foreign Relations and at the
time he was an assistant to President Eisenhower for international affairs. They met when
Rockefeller gathered a group of academics to discuss national security policy. They were ex-
tremely different in status and personality. In March 1956, with his Council book half-finished,
Kissinger agreed to become director of the Rockefeller project.® Until he joined Nixon’s staff

at the end of 1968, Kissinger remained a part-time consultant to Rockefeller.

The following year, Kissinger was offered a job back at Harvard, as an associate and lecturer
for the Center for International Affairs, which never became successful and remained marginal.
Kissinger return to Harvard included a couple of years later, becoming full professor of Princi-
ples of International Relations. Again, Kissinger’s actions were more directed towards his per-
sonal advantage and ambitions. In 1958 Kissinger managed to take over Harvard’s Defense
Studies Program. It was a graduate level course which included related study projects. It soon
became a way for him to get in touch and invite potential patrons to be hist guest lecturers, and
to create his personal network of powerful and influential figures as previously happened with

the International Seminar.?’

Kissinger’s articles and views on diplomacy and arms control was at the basis of a book called
The necessity for Choice. It was a sort of manifesto of Kissinger’s positions and was published
few weeks before Kennedy won the 1960 elections. Through the book Kissinger was able to
restate and perfect some of his previous arguments into a coherent approach to foreign policy.
It could be considered also a way to attract the attention in case the new President needed some
new and fresh ideas on foreign policy. *° The book contained a major shift in Kissinger’s view
of limited wars and the inclusion of nuclear weapons. The shift was due to the fact that regulat-

ing a war which included nuclear weapons was nearly impossible.
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His network and writing brought Kennedy to offer him a job in the new administration as a
part-time consultant. In those years he also kept his job as a professor at Harvard, but his am-
bitions were in Washington. However, he was different from people that surrounded Kennedy
and never fit in the with Kennedy’s staff. In 1962, he decided to go back to Harvard full time,
writing articles and specializing in nuclear weapons, foreign policy and relations between the

US and Europe.

In 1964 he became involved more closely in politics, with the presidential campaign carried out

by Rockefeller, who challenged Barry Goldwater for the Republican nomination.

Shortly after the 1968 Republican convention, Richard Allen called Kissinger and invited him
to serve on Nixon’s foreign policy advisory board for the electoral campaign. Kissinger hesi-
tated for a few days, then declined, preferring to participate privately, behind the scenes. ' And
so he did, proving him information on the Paris peace talks regarding the Vietnam war. How-
ever, never talking to him directly during the electoral campaign. They only met once before,
at a Christmas party. When Nixon appointed Kissinger as National Security Advisor, they did
not know each other, but soon they found something in common: neither of them wanted the
State Department to interfere with their ideas of foreign policy. This unlikely collaboration
lasted many years, and often when referring to American foreign policy it is referred to Nixon-
Kissinger’s foreign policy.

They were very different, but their similarities brought them together and made their collabo-
ration work. In the words of Walter Isaacson, “both were practitioners of realpolitik, that blend
of cold realism and power-oriented statecraft that tended to be detached from morals”.*> How-
ever, it was their ambitions and ideas for foreign policy that really brought them together, as it

is possible to see in the next chapters.

41 Isaacson, Walter. Kissinger: A Biography. Regno Unito, Simon & Schuster, 2013 pag 235
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1.2 Kissinger as a scholar and researcher

Kissinger differentiated himself from the rest even in his Harvard years. It is important to keep
in mind that all the aspect that he studied as a scholar and researcher are strongly tied to inter-
national relations and had a crucial impact on the thinking behind his decision-making when he
became part of the President’s staff. This section will analyze Kissinger’s thinking in the years
before 1968, that characterized his writings, especially in the Harvard period and in the Council
of Foreign Relations. Many topics are interconnected to his views of international relations and

will reemerge in his years as a statesman.

During his studies at Harvard, Kissinger focused much on history and philosophy. His thesis
was one of the longest in Harvard’s tradition, and differently from other students, he analyzed
the past instead of contemporary issues. The same thing happened in his doctoral thesis. As it
is possible to see from The meaning of history: Reflections on Spengler, Toynbee, and Kant and
A World Restored: Metternich, Castlereagh and the Problems of Peace 1812-22, to him the
past represented a crucial key to the understanding of the contemporary scenario. In these two
elaborates he focused on the concept of stability and order and the crucial importance that the
two had in politics. This mentality not only was present in his writings but will shape his views
and actions in the political years.

In his doctoral thesis he deals with one of the pillars of his theories: stability and order. Accord-
ing to him, stability is not derived from peace, but it is the result of legitimacy. In his view
legitimacy is not equivalent of justice, but it is the mutual agreement on arrangements. It is only
achieved through the acceptance of the concept by all major powers of the international system,

leaving no major state dissatisfied. 43

To this regard, it was fundamental to improve the relationship with the Soviet Union, even if
this meant recognizing it as a major actor of the system, as it was. In order to find stability in
the period of Cold War, it was necessary to start a dialogue with the Soviet Union, especially
because of the risk of nuclear confrontation. Only by recognizing the opponent as a legitimacy
actor in the international scenario, even though of different ideological roots, was crucial to

start a process of agreement on regulation of the use of nuclear weapons. The final goal of the

43 Kissinger, Henry. A World Restored: Metternich, Castlereagh, and the Problems of Peace, 1812-22. Stati
Uniti, Houghton Mifflin, 1957.

21



United States was not to achieve peace, because peace was an impossible goal. Instead, the aim
of foreign policy had to be to achieve stability and order, and this could only be done by finding
an agreement on common ground with the major powers. Otherwise, the risk would be to fight
for something unattainable on the long term, as peace, against an opponent that is fighting for
its legitimacy in the international scenario. This reasoning could be applied also to China, which
was a relevant actor in the international scenario but was isolated from interactions with the

West.

To Kissinger, the man in power must have an innate capability of manipulation of reality like
Metternich and tendency to risk like Bismarck. According to this view the statesman needs a
liberty of action that goes beyond the morality. Hence the perseverance in the search for stabil-
ity must outweigh the search for morality. Stability was not to be perceived through the research
of peace, that in most cases would lead to the hegemonic predominance for one actor (a sort of
winner), and consequently will create losers, that will not recognize the system as legitimate.
Instead, to him, was a process to be reached through a dynamic equilibrium and diplomatic
strategy. The consciousness of moral responsibility, as Kissinger points out, is inextricably
bound up with the consciousness of freedom, since one knows that one can act because one is
conscious that one ought and thus one knows in oneself the freedom which, without the moral

law, had remained unknown.**

Kissinger largely focuses on limits during his studies. Mainly he refers to the limitations that
constrain statesman decision-making. In his view, in the international system the distribution
of power determines structural limits, that characterize the system itself. Moreover, there are
historical limits for processes that are not necessarily progressive. There are also cultural and
political limits that come from the culture and spirit of a nation, and the limits posed by the
ability to choose and follow a coherent and effective foreign policy. On this topic, Kissinger
was very critical of the United States, adopting a sort of cultural relativism that resulted on the

idea that some nations are better at power politics. 4

44Kissinger, Henry. The Meaning of History: Reflections on Spengler, Toynbee, and Kant. Stati Uniti, Bokfor-
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Statesmen, especially the ones that he celebrated as heroic, were constrained in every action by
limits. Nevertheless, they had to operate to overcome those limits, and when not possible they
had to operate within them. The goal of the statesman is to look past these limits in terms of
goals and means. In this, statesman and historians are different, because the latter had to be
aware of the possibility of tragedy, while the statesman must act as the country were immortal.
46 This was an important element in his détente strategy. According to him, actions had to be
taken quickly and in a determined way, due to the difficult times of the international context,
eliminating the limits imposed by the bureaucratic procedures. That’s why, once in power, he
tried his best to centralize every process in the hands of the President, isolating crucial bureau-
cratic actors like the State Department from the decision-making process. Intellectual convic-
tion, political convenience, and necessity converged, resulting, and justifying a concentration

of power that had very few precedents in US history.

The centralization of the decision-making process is a relevant characteristic of Kissinger’s way
of doing politics and will be central in all the years he held office. It is possible to see this in
the use of back channels to carry out diplomacy, as for example the back channel with Dobrynin
that was a protagonist during the entire process of détente with the Soviet Union. It is also a
crucial aspect in the decisions that Nixon took in the Vietnam War. Secrecy never abandoned
Nixon-Kissinger’s foreign policy, and in most of the cases, the Department of State, the Con-
gress or the American public were kept out of the decisions taken by the President. Kissinger
was aware that secrecy in diplomacy and in Nixon’s foreign policy was the key to success, and
so it became his main modus operandi. In fact, when Nixon’s administration and decisions in
foreign policy begun to be questioned and criticized, and Kissinger was no longer just national
security advisor but also Secretary of State, the Congress started to pose many obstacles to the
process of détente. Nixon was under the spotlight and secrecy was limited to a minimum, and
the process of détente started to fail. Of course, this is not the main reason why détente was no
longer successful throughout the 1970s, but the limits and conditions that the Congress posed

in the relationship with the Soviet Union certainly contributed to the process.

In many occasions, elements and decisions in foreign policy were kept secret from the public

to avoid protests and discontent, for example the decision to invade Cambodia, or the

46 Del Pero, Mario. The Eccentric Realist: Henry Kissinger and the Shaping of American Foreign Policy. Stati
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negotiations with North Vietnam in Paris. On the one hand, this tendency to secrecy was able
to keep American promises at the beginning, and Kissinger and Nixon were freedom of maneu-
ver. Later, however, when this freedom was no longer present, the impact of this change was

strong on the bilateral relations with China and the Soviet Union, as chapter three will analyze.

The focus on limits encounters two aspects that contradict it: the first one is the geopolitical
globalism and the concept of interdependence. And the second is the importance of knowledge
of history. Through the latter it was possible to understand the problems that afflicted the inter-
national and domestic scenario and therefore find a solution. This position goes against Kissin-
ger’s typical pessimism. Kissinger’s globalism, with its emphasis on interdependence, ended
up giving an element of possibility that clashed with the emphasis on limits of Kissinger’s “cri-
sis discourse.”’ The optimistic rhetoric of possibilities that marked Kissinger’s scholarly pro-
duction was also showed in his studies on the opportunities given by the nuclear weapons. It
was also evident in his unilateralist faith in U.S. freedom of maneuver.

Kissinger the scholar had emphasized that domestic support was crucial base for a coherent and

effective foreign policy. Internal consensus was the vital condition of foreign policy. *8

In the book published after the panels of the Council of Foreign Relations, Nuclear weapons
and foreign policy, he states that in the nuclear age everything is different, and strategy has to
adapt to the new framework. Given the new power of the weapons and the fact that the Soviet
Union has reached good levels in nuclear weapons, the strategic doctrine to him needs to create
an alternative to total nuclear destruction. He also talks about the possibility of agreement and
of a system of general collective security, that would not be that effective to smaller threats.
Since now the Soviet Union has raised its nuclear weapons, American strategy has to change

and adapt. ¥

Any examination of the strategic revolution brought about by nuclear technology must start
from a discussion of the increased destructiveness of modern weapons. Nuclear technology

has advanced to a point at which weapons of any desired explosive power can be produced.
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New and modern weapons are mutually destructive, and this causes the impossibility to
fully win a war. When creating the best strategy for military intervention it is important to
consider two aspects: the best strategy to resist an attack, and the best one to attack. The
result must be a mix of the two. With the new technological development of nuclear arse-
nal, the discussion verted towards deterrence and actual war and how to regulate and use

nuclear weapons.

The temptation of strategic doctrine is to seek to combine the advantages of every course
of action: to achieve maximum deterrence but also to do so at minimum risk.’° Limited war
involves as many psychological complexities as a policy of deterrence. A strategy of lim-
ited war would seek to escape the inconsistency of relying on a policy of deterrence whose
major sanction involves national catastrophe. >!One of the difficulties with discussing the
problem of limited nuclear war is that its nature is rarely understood. Any attempt to define
the role of limited nuclear war will therefore have to start with the realization that a revo-
lution in technology carries with it a revolution in tactics. With each new technological
discovery, the temptation is strong to integrate it into what is familiar.

The studies and articles on diplomacy and foreign policy and nuclear weapons are at the basis
of the book The necessity for choice. This book was a comprehensive collection of Kissinger’s
ideas on foreign policy. One of the issues that the touched was the concept of limited wars. He
decided to go back on this topic. He meant those regional conflicts that were not a full blown
out war. He believed that the United States had to threaten a limited response when in front of
a limited challenge. 2 he added that a country that did not want to risk limited wars out of fear

that the attacked country resisted aggression was the same as surrender. >

“A country not willing to risk limited war because it fears that resistance to aggression on any

scale may lead to all-out war,” he argued, “will have no choice in a showdown but to surrender.”

This is a relevant aspect in the process of détente, and it is at the same one of the reasons why

détente initially was successful, and one of the reasons why it failed. It is crucial to consider
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that, while the two countries started a dialogue for mutual limitation on the use of nuclear weap-
ons, confrontation never stopped in third countries. The two superpowers exploited proxy con-
flicts to continue their battle for supremacy, and never included a comprehensive peace as an
element of détente. On the one hand, limited wars and the fact that détente did not avoid them
nor consider them in the talks, was an incredible strength that allowed dialogue to continue. On
the other hand, the continuous confrontation through third countries contributed to the failure
of the process of détente because it inherently lacked a code of conduct for both countries,

which will interpret the other’s actions in third countries as a break of détente’s agreement.

In his previous writings when talking about limited wars he claimed that they also included
nuclear weapons. In this case, with The necessity for choice he goes back on what previously
said, excluding nuclear weapons from limited wars. He admits that there had been some devel-
opments that made him change his mind about it. >* He still believed in the general concept of
nuclear war, but he had difficulties in establishing the limits of limited. So, for practicality he
stated that the line between conventional and nuclear weapons was easier to maintain and reg-
ulate.>® Still, the country had to keep developing nuclear weapons as a deterrent for the Soviet

Union to use its weapons.

The book included two previously published articles by Kissinger: “Arms Control, Inspection
and “Surprise Attack,” and “Limited War: Conventional or Nuclear? A Reappraisal”. The first
one was published in Foreign Affairs. In it, Kissinger draws a comparison between the past, in
which countries only had conventional weapons that served the purpose to eliminate the source
of conflict in case of tensions, and the present, in which the system itself has changed due to
technological developments, and it is no longer possible to eliminate the source of tension. In
this context, the countries must be ready and develop the necessary technology to protect its

security. >
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In the article he also deals with the possibility of agreement between two countries with nuclear
weapons saying that “’development of missiles, simple remedies can no longer work. The goal
of responsible arms-control measures must be to determine, free of sentimentality, not how to
eliminate retaliatory forces but how to maintain an equilibrium between them. It is more worth-
while, at least for the immediate future, to seek to reduce the incentive to attack than the capa-
bility for it.”” ¥’In a way he is anticipating what will be the American strategy of creating dia-
logue towards the Soviet Union.

In the second article Limited War: Conventional or Nuclear? A Reappraisal, he recognizes that
the Soviet arsenal is growing, and no war could ever be again totally free of nuclear weapons

but at the same time reinforces his theory of limited wars. 8

This article is crucial to understand his ideas in bilateral relationships between two nuclear
superpowers, and to understand the rationale behind the dialogue with the Soviet Union. The
strategies that countries need to adopt are inherently different from previous wars, because any
conflict could transform into a nuclear confrontation. No war can be exempted from the risk of
utilization of nuclear armaments. Hence, the possibility of nuclear power must always be taken
into account, both in defense and offence strategies. And this must be kept well in mind by the
diplomats that negotiate on wars. A second aspect, equally important is the fact that is not en-
tirely up to the United States to avoid the use of nuclear weapons. Since the Soviet nuclear
arsenal has increasingly grown in the past years, it is not possible to exclude the fact that nuclear
weapons will not be used against the United States. If the country decided to attack, the United
States can decide to only use conventional weapons but must be ready to fight limited nuclear
wars. Only the consideration of this later aspect can allow the use of conventional weapons.>’

He then proceeds to analyze pros and cons of each strategy: nuclear or conventional. He argues
that sometimes both sides can be misguided by moral issues, whether it is an insult to progress
and technology not to use nuclear weapons, or the amorality of using them on the contrary. He
believes that these rationales can limit and create a strong bias in evaluating the strategy more

adept for a country.
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According to the supporters of a nuclear strategy, it is the best way to counterbalance the man-
power available to the communist countries, adapted to a new strategy, different from the pre-
vious ones. According to the supporters of a conventional strategy, the use of nuclear weapons
is difficult to be limited or circumscribed, and the possibility of an escalation is extremely high.
The issue is whether problem is analyzed from the point of view of deterrence or conduct of an
actual war. In the case of deterrence, the advocates of a nuclear strategy argue that nuclear
weapons must be the most effective sanctions against the outbreak of a war, while considering
the actual conduct of a war, the opponents of a nuclear strategy are above all concerned with

reducing the impact of military operations and increasing their predictability.

In the second part of the article, Kissinger spelled out his own ideas on the issue. In the past he
had advocated a nuclear strategy, because it seemed the most effective deterrent against the
Soviet Union. But while the need for the capability of fighting a limited war still exists, he
changed his mind on the use of conventional versus nuclear forces. This switch is due to three
main reasons: the first one is that there are several doubts on how to limit a nuclear confronta-
tion, the second is that the Soviet growth in nuclear armaments, and the third is the general

framework that changed with the beginning of arms-control negotiations. !

Another issue that Kissinger touched following The necessity for choice was the cohesion be-
tween the Atlantic alliance and the relationship between the US and the European allies. The
Council of Foreign Relations was one the main places to discuss the relationship between the
US and Europe. A series of seminars and discussions led to The troubled partnership: A Re-
Appraisal of the Atlantic Alliance. In the book, Kissinger discusses that the fault of the troubled
relations laid in the negligence of the US with regards to the allies’ requests and a decrease of
credibility in American strategy vis-a-vis the European leaders. However, behind the denunci-
ation of the American strategy there is a masked reaffirmation of it. 2 Over nuclear issues he
points to the unsuccess of NATO collective nuclear project due to unreliability of European
partners together with the incoherence of American strategy. He suggested that consultations

needed improvement and European requests had to be indulged. He also believed that a unified
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and strong Europe could loosen its tie to the US and that scenario had to be avoided. ® In The
trouble partnership he also reaffirms his bipolar view of the international system that recurs

often in his views.

Europe was not marginal in the United States’ priorities. In fact, played a crucial role in Amer-
ican strategy against the Soviet Union. Containment itself aimed at avoiding Soviet expansion
in Europe, especially in countries in which Moscow had quite some influence, as for example
the French and Italian communist parties were quite close to Moscow. The American admin-
istrations with this foreign policy doctrine focused on keeping the Soviet influence limited, and
the crucial area for both countries was Europe. At the same time, it was crucial not only to keep
Moscow far from european countries, but to keep the area Atlantic influence strong and united.

The policies towards Europe since the end of the conflicts aimed at these two crucial aspects.

Within Kissinger’s theories on the international scenario and foreign policy, Kissinger exposes
his views on the strategy of containment. His main critique to the logic of containment is con-
ceptual. Massive retaliation was based on the idea that the bipolar system was not the normal
condition and had to be solved. However, to Kissinger’s bipolarism is the intrinsic character of
the international system, it was natural and physiological after 1945 and it was a way to keep
the system stable. To Kissinger peace was not normal, but stability was. ¢ For Kissinger the
concept of stability was pivotal. Statesman must aim at preserving stability. The goal is to create
a stable system, in which some actors, like the US and USSR, must accept the legitimacy of
that system and respect the rules.® Kissinger’s geopolitics is based equally on equilibrium and
acknowledgment of the legitimacy of the system. It is through this dual characteristic of the

international scenario that showed the conservatism of Kissinger’s vision of world politics.5®
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1.3 Kissinger in office

His background as a scholar and a researcher allows him to have a complete and structured
thought on which he based his strategies. This, places him in the spotlight for the complexity
and controversiality of his theories. His foreign policy, and consequently Nixon’s were based
on a much more complex set of theories and strategies than many others. The multifaceted
strategy that accompanied him was much more coherent and well- structured than many of our
contemporaries, yet it was controversial and ambiguous at times. It is not a case that he emerged
for his wit, intelligence, and sharp mind. His approach to international relations is the one of a

scholar.

The years of Kissinger as a statesman are characterized by a continuous disregard and critique
for bureaucracy. It is also a characteristic aspect of his writings, when in office, this aversion
turned into a preference for centralization and back channels. This critique can be applied both
at the domestic level and in foreign policy. This justified the centralization of the decision-
making process to the President during the Nixon’s administration and consequently, of Kis-
singer’s influence. ¢’ This is quite ambivalent since Kissinger has been a bureaucrat himself for

most of his life.

Kissinger had strong criticisms towards Cold War liberalism, and this tendency intensified after
1968 election. He has criticized in his writing, even pre-1968, some basics principles of the US
liberalism starting from cultural and ethical universalism. % For him the concept of diversity of
national cultures and the difficulty of transforming them was related to the concept of limits.
This produces a sort of relativistic attitude that was far from the common belief. He also ex-
plicitly rejected moralism, progressivism, and legalism the directed US Cold War liberalism.
The concept of morality in foreign policy initiatives for him was connected and established by

national interest.®’
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His vision of geopolitics was conservative. In 1973 he stated that “it is extremely in our interest
to keep the present world going as long as possible”. 7° His bipolarism was analytical and pre-
scriptive. It took into consideration the military power primarily and according to him during

the 1960s there were two main actors: the United States and the Soviet Union.

His actions during the period he served as a national security advisor, were guided by the prin-
ciples of his theories. One of their crucial aspects, that also reflected in the rationale behind the
various actions taken by the Nixon’s administration, was the concept of interdependence, as the
following chapter will analyze in relation to the opening to China and the dialogue with the
Soviet Union. A system based on bipolarism, as the one on which he believed, had to count on
structural interdependence. It was inevitable. This was made explicit with the concept of link-
age. According to linkage, problems and possibilities were connected, and one action by an

actor had consequences and repercussions on the action of another actor of the system.

The emphasis on credibility was related to the bipolar concept. It was like lenses through which

Kissinger observed the consequences of the actions in the international scene.

Henry Kissinger has talked profusely about his years at the White House, both as a national
security advisor and as a Secretary of State. In his memoirs, he describes and narrates in detail
many aspects and actions taken by the Nixon and Ford administrations, putting forward the
reasoning behind the process, especially dealing with foreign policy. In White house years, he
starts from the beginning and his first days at the White House. He was certainly new to the
corridors of power.

When he entered office, he had brought with him a philosophy based on twenty years of studies
of history. He was sure that history could help understand the present, but he never conceived

that designs and strategies of previous decades could be applied as they were to the present. 7!

History could shade light on comparable situations, and teach important lessons, but could not
take away the burden of making difficult decisions. He added: * But I was also aware that we
were entering a period for which there was no precedent: in the destructiveness of weapons, in

the speed of the spread of ideas, in the global impact of foreign policies, in the technical
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possibility to fulfill the age-old dreams of bettering the condition of mankind.”” 7> He also re-
peats what has been part of his philosophy since being a student at Harvard: the focus on equi-
librium, and the role of morality for the leader. The political leader does not have this luxury to
decide between right and wrong. His decision could have moral flaws, but his goal is to find
solutions independently of the limits and obstacles that he encounters. These positions are re-

current from previous writing.

Even though he was only National Security Advisor in the beginning, and later became Secre-
tary of State in 1973, which continued to be his role in the Ford administration, he is, at all
effects, the architect of foreign policy followed by Nixon starting in 1969, and later by Ford
until 1977. During the years, both Presidents left him an autonomy and centrality that was not
previously granted to people in his position. He had a crucial role and his opinions not only

guided the White House foreign policy, but often shaped it.
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Chapter II — The role of Kissinger in the process of Détente
2.1 Kissinger's Détente toward the USSR

Henry Kissinger’s ideas of bipolarism will structure American foreign policy and shape two of
the main events of the decade: the détente process with the Soviet Union and the American
opening to China. During the Nixon’s administration he is considered the architect of several
crucial decisions taken by the President can be considered a pillar of the American foreign
policy between the end of the 1960s and the 1970s. His theories of international relations trans-
formed into precise strategies in the years that he was in office. His ideas not only modeled
part of the American diplomatic strategy but he was one the protagonist of the several events
that shaped the decade, his vision modeled American diplomatic strategy for years and continue

to stimulate thematic debate.

When Nixon became President, him and Kissinger entered the existing debate with their pro-
posals. Henry Kissinger was a realist, and his ideas were inspired by the need to rebuild the
domestic and international consensus needed for a successful foreign policy. 7> As seen in the
previous chapter, Kissinger’s background was mainly academic, and his previous experience
as a scholar and researcher are strongly present in his diplomatic strategies and approach to

international relations.

The following chapter aims at highlighting the role of one of the architects of American foreign
policy between the years 1969-1977 in some of the main events that characterized Nixon’s
administration. The first part of the chapter will focus on Kissinger’s theories of international
relations and his ideas of bipolarism in the international scenario and how they developed into
policies towards the Soviet Union. The second part focuses on one of the crucial events of
Nixon’s years, namely, the opening towards China, focusing on the beginning of this process
and on the role and impact that Kissinger had in it. The last part of the chapter shows how his
ideas and strategies were headed towards the aim of achieving a relaxation of tension with the
Soviet Union in the détente process, and in particular the section will deal with the SALT I and
IT talks between the two great superpowers in the attempt of reaching a mutual understanding

towards nuclear weapons.
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Understanding Kissinger’s Soviet policy as national security advisor requires a certain degree

of awareness about the policies carried out by his own colleagues in the previous years.

In the years following the end of the Second World War, the international scenario underwent
a series of structural changes. The first one to mention is caused by the beginning of the Cold
War. After the end of the WWII’4, the alliance between the Soviet Union and the United States
started to fade, and the tensions between the two countries brought them apart. While during
the war the presence of a common enemy was able to put differences on a second level, in the
post-war context they started to emerge, highlighting the conflictual sides of their alliance. This
is due to many reasons, among which lack of trust, wanting to control the same areas, and strong
ideological differences. The two countries were promoting two different ideologies of the world
and of modernity. Both American and Soviet approaches were universalist, and in the tensions

the ideological dimension was complemented by the geopolitical dimension. 7°

Therefore, their main concern during the 1950s for both superpowers was to strengthen their
control over the territories that belonged to their influence area. They carried out this goal by
creating projects and alliances involving third countries. In this way the two superpowers cre-
ated and solidified into two well-identified spheres of influence. This change at the international
level influenced many aspects at the domestic level too, especially the two countries’ approach

to foreign policy.

Until the 1950s the main aim of the US government was to contain the Soviet expansionism
and avoid that third countries developed strong ties with the Soviet Union. Moscow had to be
not only excluded but constrained and limited in the spread of its ideal of universal socialism
and in this perspective the United States kept a close look at the European area. In fact, in some
countries, like Italy and France, the communist parties were quite strong, and their proximity

to Moscow was a concern for the American counterpart. Foreign policy, from 1946 onwards,
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was based on this concept of containment embraced by Truman. His interpretation of George
Kennan’s containment was characterized by firmness, rejection of dialogue, support, and eco-
nomic intervention in countries where communism could spread and building strategic alliances
to counter the Soviet expansionism. When Eisenhower became president in 1953 the policy
adopted was a more active one, named roll-back’®, as sort of liberation from communism.”” But
it soon proved just words, when in 1956 the United States did not intervene to stop Soviet

repression of the Hungarian protests.

Foreign policy played a crucial role in the Presidential election of Richard Nixon and remained
a constant priority during his mandate. Nixon and Kissinger’s goal was to reassure the centrality
of the role played by the United States at the international level, but the challenge came from
different directions. In fact, not only domestic discontent was becoming predominant, espe-
cially regarding the Vietnam war, but the international scenario was swiftly changing. The So-
viet Union was quickly catching up in its race to nuclear armaments and even though was not
at the American level, the confidence spread by the Brezhnev doctrine was convincing Wash-
ington that action was needed to change the situation.”® Moreover, the Soviet strategy was keep-
ing Eastern Europe under close control, which worried the United States, considering the Soviet
closeness not only to its satellites but its intervention in third countries, especially with the
military support in Arab states like Egypt and Syria.”® In this challenging and changing envi-
ronment Kissinger saw the necessity of developing a new diplomacy and find a new equilib-
rium, trying to keep the American role at the international level and at the same time withdraw

from the disastrous situation of the Vietnam war.

In 1969, when Richard Nixon became President, the country started to experience quite the

discontent domestically for the strategy of containment and for the American intervention in
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Vietnam, which was perceived by the citizens as a mistake. A reassessment of American foreign
policy was necessary since the conditions had changed. The two superpowers were reaching
military and geopolitical parity. Moreover, American economic supremacy was being chal-

lenged by the growth of third countries, especially in the European area. %

Moreover, in 1965 the US was hit by a mass anti-Vietnam war movement, as a response to US
escalation in the war during the Johnson administration. In those year the movements increased,
involving many parts of society, including students’ manifestations. By 1967, 32% of Ameri-
cans agreed that becoming involved in the war had been a mistake. By the end of the year the
percentage rose to 50%. ' These anti-war protests played a huge impact on the 1968 elections,
as it was a pressing issue for the electorate. Even though Nixon had no strategic plan, his ideas

to withdraw from the war in six months appealed to the electorate. 3

From this historical context, a new approach towards the conflict developed: the Détente. What
does this approach mean? Before describing the events and trends of the 1970s that led to the
fall of détente, it is essential to bear in mind that this term is, first of all, an idea. So forms of
détente occurred regularly in the past, prior to the Cold War, between numerous states through-
out world politics, as phases of stability and limited coexistence. %

It is possible to attest to a long-standing inability to agree on a standard definition of détente: it
has been defined by some authors as a condition, by others as a process, a policy or a historical
period. With such semantic confusion at the theoretical level, it is no surprise that there is so
much more chaos than consensus in reconstructing its practical applications.®* The term détente
has been used and defined in ambiguous ways. It usually refers the process of easing tension

between states whose interests are so radically divergent that reconciliation is limited.

In other words, détente presupposes a bilateral relationship between powers whose perceived

interests are basically in conflict. The conflicting interests and perceptions continually inject
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tension into the relationship, causing additional conflict. Détente, by this definition, does not

apply to an easing of tension between states which are allies or which together form an entente.

In the words of the historian Arthur M. Schlesinger®>:

©’Deétente is an amorphous, not to say cloudy subject and, like all clouds, susceptible to a variety
of interpretations. Hearing experts argue about détente, one is reminded of the famous colloquy
between Hamlet and Polonius. As you will remember, Hamlet seizing Polonius by the arms,
says ‘Do you see yonder cloud that’s almost in shape of a camel?’ ‘By the mass, and ‘tis like a
camel indeed’ agreed Polonius. ‘Me thinks’, says Hamlet, ‘it is like a weasel’. ‘It is backe like

a weasel’, agrees Polonius, ‘or like a whale?’ ‘Very much like a whale’.”"%°

The author pointed out how different people interpret détente differently even though they are
embedded within the same space or time.

Détente can be understood as both an era and a strategy. In the early 1970s, the policy of
reducing military tension through negotiations and agreements with countries based on dramat-
ically different ideological foundations reached its peak. By contrast, the 1980 election of
Ronald Reagan, who openly called for a more belligerent American foreign policy toward the
Soviet Union, signaled the end of an era of negotiations that Nixon had started a decade ear-

lier.3”

Détente also represented a historical phase that stretches from the early 1960s to the early 1970s.
More precisely, détente has been described as a historical period ranging from 1963 to 1975, a
complicated phase of relaxation of tension in Europe that bridges the Cuban missile crisis of
the early 1960s and the proxy wars of the late 1970s.

During this decade, the policies to decrease bilateral tension were first carried out through for-
mal audits and summits and through agreements, joint statements and treaties in the most suc-

cessful attempt. Détente proved to be effective in Europe and, to a lesser degree, in Asia. It is
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possible to recall that fostering dialogue between Washington and Moscow reductively opened
rooms for the end of China's virtual isolation from international affairs and the launch of diplo-

matic rounds between Eastern and Western countries of Europe.5®

From the perspective of Washington, Détente was a conservative policy aimed at stabilizing a
situation threatening the proper functioning of American foreign policy, especially considering
the Vietnam War and the escalation in a nuclear arms race.

Aiming at isolating a significant symbolic feature of détente, one might take the SALT I and II
agreements on nuclear weapons, which ruled out a shared threshold for managing nuclear rock-

ets and collateral military technology.

Besides, the road to peace was social and economic cooperation. The policy of détente primarily
meant détente in Europe. At the same time, the results of the easing of tension could have been
more evident and influential in the other continents. While the status quo was acceptable to both
power blocs, Asia, Africa and Latin America offered an opportunity for expansion that both
superpowers did not refuse to save the spirit of distension.

All this, however, took place against the backdrop of violent conflicts in the third world that

gave zest to the ongoing confrontation between the two blocs, capitalism and communism.

For Kissinger détente was a process and not a static condition, that could guarantee stability
and serve the needs of the United States. The latter can be defined as the process of research of
a more constructive relationship with the Soviet Union, through which the two superpowers
discuss and together moderate the risk of a nuclear war. Through this process, the US aimed at
not only moderating the risk of nuclear confrontation, but also to limit the enlargement of Soviet
nuclear arsenal through cooperation and at the same time reduce proxy conflicts in peripheral

countries.?’

The way that Kissinger used to portray the concept of American détente domestically based on

three elements. The first one was focused on the goal of Nixon’s electoral campaign on a new
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approach to reduce American international commitments. The second element is to give a new
legitimacy to the bipolar international structure. The third is it justify and consolidate US pri-

macy. %

It is important to consider two main elements. The first one is that détente is not only due to the
two countries alone. Other local or regional political actors but active in international politics,
such as Cuba, Iran, Afghanistan, Vietnam, and especially China, have primarily influenced the
behavior of the two blocs, and their foreign policies have generated a series of often conflicting
actions and reactions that have slowed the East-West détente process.

With varying degrees of success and autonomy, many states, or political movements, often

considered minor political actors, have impacted the history of international relations.

The second crucial element to consider is that easing tension did not correspond to the end of
the ideological struggle between capitalism and communism. Détente is not a black-and-white
condition: cooperation in certain areas is combined and coherent with conflicts in others.

For instance, Moscow was prepared to accept the status quo in Europe, but normalization here
went

on in southern Africa, the Horn of Africa, Indochina, and Afghanistan.

The United States had higher expectations for détente. These disappointments over the new
conflicts fueled those who opposed cooperation with the Soviet Union — a sentiment that had
always existed in parts of the population.

Moscow stressed that while the policy of détente was necessary, the ideological differences
between communism and capitalism would remain. Both at home and abroad, the Kremlin em-

phasized that there could be no questions of ideological coexistence.

To understand the process of détente, it is important to start from Kissinger’s view of interna-
tional relations. His ideas of bipolarism in fact shaped the foreign policy adopted by the United
States in taking the different steps towards the USSR and later China, developing the concept

of triangular diplomacy.
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The American government has tended to view détente not as a dynamic process but as one
guaranteeing peace and security through maintaining stability. Nixon sold détente to the Amer-
ican people to the American people on the premise that it would not only limit the arms race
but also control Soviet behavior and expansions. For this reason, most Americans initially tend
to view détente optimistically — as a way by which the Soviet Union and the United States
would become partners in maintaining world order. In this view, détente was a contract between
rational players involved in a chess game, a bargaining struggle with fixed and clear-cut rules

and goals.

In the international scenario, and especially for the European countries, the US was not per-
ceived anymore as the American dream and a promoter of peace and stability, but as a country
with a very aggressive foreign policy. The Vietnam war had required the Johnson administra-
tion to send more troops and the discontent was growing. This situation was also very costly
economically and put the United States in a critical position. During the 1960s the US were
undergoing a change in their image perception. In fact, the involvement of the country in the
Vietnam war had caused some domestic discontent and protests, undermining American credi-
bility. The latter, especially for Kissinger, was crucial in the American reputation. Thus, the
process of détente was a much-needed step for the two countries, as they started to face domes-

tic challenges towards which they needed to direct their attention and energies.

The situation that Nixon inherited in Vietnam was complex, where victory was not possible,
and withdrawal was difficult. The latter aspect was part of the electoral campaign carried out
by Nixon, so it was crucial for his electoral program. The United States had entered the conflict
under Kennedy’s administration because the latter saw North Vietnam’s actions as a sign of
Soviet-Chinese Communist expansionism. ! By the time Nixon became President, however, it
was clear that there was a misconception of the regional conflict and independent nationalism
of Vietnamese communists and of the relationship between China and the Soviet Union. *? In
the US, the Vietnam War caused the rise of several protests for the crudity of the war and the

death of more than 30000 American soldiers.”> Moreover, the American involvement in the
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conflict meant also an economic burden that the US could not sustain in the long term and even
though the President was aware of the difficulty of withdrawing from a war in which the previ-
ous administration had sent several additional troops, his electoral promises were clear, and

there was the necessity of a change in strategy in Vietnam.

At the same time, the Soviet Union too underwent a very important period of change. In fact,
the previous leader Khrushchev, had been removed and replaced by Leonid Brezhnev. He was
the type of leader against any kind of liberalization in the Eastern bloc, who wanted to keep
close control of the economic activities in all the satellites. He strongly believed in what will
become known as the Brezhnev doctrine: the indivisibility of the communist bloc, and the right
of the USSR to intervene in the internal affairs of other countries to prevent any deviation. In
fact, during the 1970s Moscow started to strengthen its power projection to pursue a more global
policy, less oriented on Europe. Soviet priority veered towards to hard policy: national defense
investment, military diplomacy, and arms exports to friendly governments or movements. So,
while keeping the possibility of détente with the west, the country carried out a more ambitious

policy in Third World countries to facilitate Soviet expansion on a global scale.

This doctrine was also adopted in 1968, when the Soviet Union intervened to stop the devia-
tionist Slovak leader Dubcek, who believed in socialism with a human face, by granting free-
dom of speech and association. Brezhnev, who was afraid of any spillover effects that could
lead to lack of solidity of the Eastern bloc, intervened militarily in Prague to end this process.
The result of this intervention is the perception that the USSR was no longer a hegemonic
power, but a country that to keep control of its sphere of influence had to use the army. Thus,
at the time, the USSR image was affected for the repression in Prague, and the US for the
participation in the Vietnam war. In part, the process of détente begun because of the reputation
and image damage that the two countries were suffering. One of the goals of the process of
détente was to restructure the perception of the two at the international level. Both actors inter-
vened heavily in third countries, especially in situations that they perceived as threats to their
hegemonic power. However, to the eyes of third countries, especially those considered allies,
these interventions were aggressive and changed the image perception. This was a major con-
cern for the United States, but also the Soviet Union was having reputation repercussions.
Moreover, the latter not only resulted aggressive, but also weak, as military intervention was

the only tool through which it could keep its control on the satellites. The consequences brought
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by these decisions, especially the intervention in Czechoslovakia for the Soviet Union, and the
involvement in Vietnam for the United States, played a role in the credibility of the two super-
powers and was an additional reason to push for a reconcilement. In a way, détente was a useful

propagandistic tool for both.

The process of dialogue between the two countries will be the topic of discussion of the next
section, but for now it is important to understand who the actors are to fully comprehend what
type of process détente is. On the American side the process was led by President Nixon and
Henry Kissinger, his national security advisor. On the Soviet side the talks were led by Brezh-
nev. Both were conservative leaders, and the process of détente must be seen through conserva-
tive lenses, not progressive ones. It was a convenient step for both countries, to find a common
ground on the limitation of nuclear weapons and prevention of nuclear escalation, and it also
allowed them to focus on the domestic matters. For the Soviet Union this dialogue was crucial
because it meant that the US considered it a superpower at its level, so for Moscow this was

also a sort of legitimation.

According to Mario Del Pero, the four administrations of the first twenty years of Cold War
interpreted the concepts adopted in foreign policy in different ways, but never explicitly sticked
to the goal of avoiding further expansion of the Soviet Union.”*

The strategy of containment started to fail in the early 1960s, as the premises on which it was
based were no longer present. In fact, the optimism and support on which it was based started
to crumble and the factors that allowed its survival were questioned like strategic superiority
and the access to unlimited resources. Moreover, balances were changing at the international
level, and as Kissinger stated few years later that in the military sector there were two super-

powers, while in economic terms there were at least five. %

According to Kissinger, Eisenhower strategy of massive retaliation had two crucial weaknesses.
The first is the lack of flexibility, because there appeared to be no alternative to inaction or total

retaliation. The second is that it was based on the superficial conviction that it was possible to
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reach a solution to all the problems that the country had, including Soviet Union. ¢ For Kissin-
ger, the US had to accept that total victory was not possible. He claimed that the solution was
the idea of limited nuclear war, which means a form of conflict that allows the US to achieve

the greatest advantage from its industrial potential. *’

The period of Cold War was the framework at the base of Kissinger’s theories in international
relations. Kissinger, in fact, is not only a crucial figure for the Cold War period, especially at
the end of the 1960s and during the 1970s, but his views of international relations was molded
on the reality and constraints created by the Cold War itself. In fact, in his theories and posi-
tions, the bipolar nature of the international scenario, which characterized the Cold War era,
was predominant. He was in favor of interventions in third countries, together with a firm belief
in the interdependence of the international system and a strong focus on credibility. *® A crucial
aspect of Kissinger’s thought is the concept of bipolarism in international relations, that could
end up underestimating regional dynamics. Kissinger thought that the American power had to
be directed towards diplomacy and military. The tactic of linkage will be recurrent in Nixon
and Kissinger’s decision. It consists in the view that the international system was strongly in-
terdependent, and everything was interconnected. Therefore, it could be manipulated. *° This

approach was the strategy adopted vis a vis the Soviet Union.

Nixon and Kissinger strategies, even if they were not exactly new, involved the withdrawal
from the Vietnam situation, the beginning of dialogue with the USSR, and opening to China.
In fact, dialogue with Moscow on nuclear weapons had already started and in 1963 the ban on
nuclear testing in the atmosphere, outer space and water had already been signed. Both coun-
tries started to perceive dialogue as a necessity. So, these policies that are usually attributed to
Nixon and Kissinger, had already been adopted previously, even if the results achieved were
obviously different. The actions, however, were portrayed as innovative and different from the
previous approaches. In all the negotiations and actions that Kissinger carried out during the

Nixon’s administration, the rationale behind his thinking was that it was not possible to
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negotiate anything by splitting up the Cold War situation into different items. Everything was
interconnected, as the relations between US and China was connected to the US-Soviet relation,
the Vietnam was connected to both of them, and to any agreements on arms control there was
an agreement on political restraint attached.!% It was not possible for him to proceed in sections,
every aspect was connected on so many levels, and this concept of linkage is what differed in
taking steps in the international scenario differently from what the previous administrations had

done.

The process of détente, and in general Kissinger’s approach was a conservative strategy. His
vision of the international system a strictly bipolar one, in which, especially militarily, there
were only two superpowers. This vision belonged to the early 1960s and conditioned him
throughout his years as scholar. The system for Kissinger was bipolar, and the goal was for the
US foreign policy and for Kissinger was to keep it that way. 10!

Both the United States and the Soviet Union were moderating their tensions to be able to nego-
tiate. For both Nixon and Brezhnev was important to keep the status quo unchanged. Détente
meant relaxation of tensions but did not mean that the system was less bipolar, if possible, this
characteristic was even more enhanced. To make the bipolarism legitimate it needed to be ac-
cepted by the Soviets too, and therefore dialogue was needed. In a way, it was to better control
and shape that dynamics of the international system itself.

As Kissinger mentions often, the first goal of détente is to avoid war, and a legitimate bipolar
order could allow posing limits on rearmament. '°?At the same time, this process was useful to
both superpowers on other goals: to avoid that third countries, or those under the sphere of
influence of one of the two, tried to escape their direct control. Détente was a deterrent to cen-
trifugal tendencies and a way to keep control of the system. To summarize, détente was neces-
sary to guarantee order and stability, which had always been at the center of Kissinger’s focus

both as a scholar and a political figure.
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2.2 Opening to China 1971-1974

The process of rapprochement with China is considered one of the major successes of Nixon’s
foreign policy. The decision to improve the relationship with the People’s Republic of China is
unprecedented and meant the end to a more than twenty years of hostility and isolation between
the two countries. The United States had strongly fought against the spread of the Communist
ideology and opening to a declared Communist country was never considered before. However,
in Nixon’s foreign policy it played a major role in light of the Soviet- American relations and
the concept of triangular diplomacy, which included Washington, Moscow and Beijing to im-
prove the possibility of maneuver of the United States and increase their power in negotia-

tions. 03

Triangular diplomacy is based on the concept that Kissinger was convinced that increasing
American diplomatic options, especially towards the People’s Republic of China would not
harden Moscow’s stance, but soften it, especially due to the recent Sino-Soviet split. In this
way, Kissinger believed that “the triangle between Washington, Moscow and Beijing would
improve the possibilities of accommodations with each as we increase our options towards
both™’. 1% In this perspective, if both the Soviet Union and China were more concerned about
each other than about the United States, for the latter it would have been an incredible diplo-

matic advantage.

In the United States until the end of the 1960s, China was perceived as a Communist enemy,
and Beijing was not sympathetic on the United States either. In fact, the later considered the
American the emblem of the capitalist world and had developed a strong anti-American prop-

aganda during the Johnson administration. However, things were about to change.

It is important to underline that the two leaders perceived their common goals through very
different lenses. If on the one hand Mao sought American dialogue as a strategic necessity to
counterbalance the threat posed by the Soviet Union, Nixon perceived it as a pawn in a broader

redefinition of American foreign policy and international leadership. 1%
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The possibility of creating a dialogue with China was created by regional events, that allowed
American diplomacy to step in. In fact, the relationship between China and the Soviet Union
was tense, not only for ideological reasons and different perspective of Communism, but also
for border clashes. These tensions that emerged, posed a security threat that was no longer
manageable for China alone, and it brough the country to consider the attempts of dialogue of

the United States.

In March 1969, the Ussuri river, the border between China and the Soviet Union became the
theater of military clashes between the two countries.!% The relationship between the two was
not at its best and during the 1960s it had deteriorated even further. Neither of the two was
taking responsibility for the clashes over the border and the tensions between the two was high.
Diplomacy did not reach any result and while the Soviets were moving troops close to the bor-
ders, the Chinese embarked in a hard propaganda against the communist neighbor. 17 These
clashes were not ignored by the Americans, who were able to play the events in their favor.
Kissinger was about to begin his game of triangular diplomacy to pressure Moscow in the mo-
ment in which the Soviets were facing the Chinese challenge. The Sino-Soviet border conflict
continued, and Mao feared that the Soviets could launch a nuclear attack, offering the United
States a great opportunity to create bargaining power towards Moscow, exploiting the Chinese
security threat. '%In fact, the risk that the Soviet Union posed to China was greater than the
hostility and ideological differences that for years had pushed the Chinese to implement anti-

American propaganda.

In June 1969 Moscow proposed an economic and security system in the Asian region, leaving
Beijing out of the games. In fact, during the June Communist Summit Conference, the Soviet
Union initiated some measures that could undermine China. The aim was to create a sort of
collective security system among non-aligned countries against the imperialists- seen as United

States and China. The proposal practically increased the influence of the Soviet Union on
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countries nearby, excluding China, which was seen as a heretic communist and imperialist

country.!?

The main reason for Beijing to open a dialogue with the US was to counterbalance the security
threat posed by the Soviet Union. However, the decision was difficult and very controversial
and, regardless of the United States’ several attempts to connect, the Chinese were still in doubt.
Since the beginning of the 1950s the Chinese had launched a strong campaign against capital-
ism and the United States and even though they were in a risky position with the USSR starting
discussions with the American was against their ideology. Throughout the early 1969 for the
Americans, it was very difficult to reach the Chinese, and the signals that the latter sent were
mixed. The border clashes with the Soviet Union pushed China towards easing the relationship
with the Americans because the US was no longer China’s major threat. The major risk for
China’s security then was the armed conflict with the Soviet Union and getting closer to the US

could represent a potential protection. !1°

At the same time, Nixon announced that the US goal was to withdraw from the Vietnam war,
and started to consider a Vietnamization of the conflict, a crucial proposal in Nixon’s foreign
policy that meant to leave the conflict to its local actors, and helping South Vietnam through
training.!!! It was not a case that while the Soviets were announcing a measure that could dis-
advantage China, the US was doing the exact opposite. This was convenient for Nixon at the
domestic level to reduce the protests undergoing towards the war, it was also strategic to attract

the interest of the Chinese and make a rapprochement easier.

For the Chinese it was a strategic necessity to improve the relationship with the US, as the
conflict with the Soviets was potentially dangerous for the country, and nuclear weapons could
be used.

When the two countries finally started to talk, which was in December 1969, it was through the

American and Chinese ambassadors in Warsaw. These meetings were publicly announced, and
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Soviet started to be concerned on the Sino-American rapprochement. This was the element that

Kissinger and Nixon hoped to use. It was the beginning of triangular diplomacy.

At the beginning, although rapprochement was a necessity for both countries, it was not easy,
and the two countries started to take small steps towards each other. Nixon, as expressed in an
article for Foreign Affairs in 1967''2, invoked the need to invite China to join the community

of nations.

The first change in tone for Mao took place in 1965 through interviews with the American
journalist Edgar Snow. However, after softening his tone, distance was kept between the two
countries until 1969. On January 20, 1969, Nixon made during his inaugural speech a slight
reference to an opening to China with the words > We seek an open world- open to ideas, open
to the exchange of goods and people- a world in which no people, great or small, will live in

angry isolation””!!3

and for the first time Chinese newspapers gave attention to Nixon’s speech
by reprinting it.

Things started to develop after American Ambassador in Warsaw, Walter Stoessel, was ordered
to make contact to the Chinese diplomats to express the American willingness to start dialogue.
From that moment onwards there were several occasions between the end of 1969 and 1970 in
which American diplomats and Chinese diplomats exchanged words. !'* Dialogue was still not
official and not at the government level, but the two countries were taking small steps towards
each other. In this light, few messages were exchanged between Zhou Enlai and Kissinger
through the Pakistani and Romanian embassies, which included an invitation for Nixon, that,

as Kissinger mentions in his memoirs, was considered too risky for the moment being. This is

the background to what became known as the Ping- Pong diplomacy. !

For the first time since the Cultural Revolution, a Chinese sports team participated in interna-
tional tournaments outside China, in this case in Japan. Following Mao’s order, the Chinese

team invited the Americans to visit China. ''® Mao and Zhou were operating on different
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diplomatic levels. On the one hand the Ping-Pong diplomacy constituted a follow up to the
messages previously exchanged between Kissinger and Zhou. It was a commitment on the Chi-

nese counterpart to dialogue outside the secret diplomatic channels. '’

As these exchanges continued between the White House and Beijing, President Nixon accepted
the invitation to China but insisted that in such meeting both sides were free to raise any topic
of discussion.!'® This was crucial to expand the debate outside the issue of Taiwan, which was

often mentioned as a condition for the Chinese side.

From this moment onwards, the relationship with China was strictly controlled and carefully
organized by Kissinger. In July 1971 Kissinger made a first trip to China in absolute secrecy,
followed by a second, public one, in October. The trip was important both at the symbolic level
and at the political level. For a while no results were achieved in their meetings as there were
issues on which the countries were strong about. In preparation for the summit, Kissinger and
Zhou Enlai would participate in a preliminary secret meeting. This secret trip took place in July
1971. In that occasion two negotiating sessions took place with the goal to decide whether it
was possible for the two countries to set aside ideological differences and tense previous foreign

policy and focus on improving the relationship between Beijing and Washington.!!?

According to Kissinger there were two main challenges presented that could obstacle the pro-
cess of turning the secret visit into a process of dialogue successfully: Taiwan and Vietnam
War. The two countries had different conditions on the first issue as for Mao the recognition as
one country was a precondition for dialogue, while for the Americans the condition was that
China would wire towards a peaceful resolution of the matter before the discussions. '?° Until
the beginning of the 1970s Taiwan was recognized as the legitimate government at the interna-
tional level. The country was formally recognized as a US ally and generally recognized by
liberal countries, as it also had a seat at the UN security council. They were able to achieve a
withdrawal of American troops from Taiwan conditional on the resolution of the Indochina

War. 12!
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The Chinese, as Kissinger mentioned in his memoirs, did not reject the concept of linkage, and
agreed that the matters were sort of interconnected. On the second issue Zhou acted according
to the same logic adopted to manage the first issue, and at the same time avoid commitments.
The 48-hours visit resulted in the successful outcome of a joint communique that would make
public Nixon’s visit in China. On February 21, 1972, Nixon visited China. The first encounter
with Mao was symbolic, as the more pressing issues were to be discussed later with Zhou. The
main issues were divided into three categories: the first one was a closed meeting with limited
staff on the aims of the two sides and their cooperation against the enemy for China, namely
the Soviet Union. The second category is a dialogue on cooperation in the economic, scientific,
and technical fields participated by the Foreign Ministers. And the last was a draft of the final
communique headed by the Chinese Vice Foreign Minister Qiao Guanhua and Kissinger. 2
Nixon and Zhou did not talk about contemporary issues, instead, Nixon proposed to base the
foreign policy on mutual interest, reconciliation, and cooperation, keeping in mind that the two

countries maintained their ideological opposition, but worked together as a necessity.

The Shanghai Communique summed up Nixon and Kissinger’s visit, and the American coun-
terpart was represented by Kissinger himself. It did not go as Kissinger expected, and how they
had planned in a second trip that took place before the presidential visit. The Communique as
envisioned by Mao was basically a statement on the two countries positions and ideologies,
which were quite contrasting, followed by a section on mutual positions. The surprising part on
mutual position was the one according to which neither of the two would seek hegemony in the

Asia-Pacific region. 2

After Nixon visited China, a period of strategic cooperation between the two governments
started. The meetings with Zhou and the conversations with Mao kept developing what Kissin-
ger defined a quasi-alliance, which was not based on agreements but on their personal geopo-
litical needs and goals.!?* For China, an alliance with the United States meant adding a security
measure to the Soviet threat, for the United States it was a diplomatic strategy towards the

Soviet Union to push for a mutual understanding on nuclear weapons.
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The concept of linkage entails that the successful resolution of one issue has positive conse-
quences on other problems. The same logic works in negative. The opening to China, as previ-
ously mentioned, can be read through this filter. In fact, what was perceived as the most revo-
lutionary decision taken by Nixon administration, must be seen in function of putting pressure
on the Soviet Union. Basically, the rapprochement with China was used as leverage to pressure
the Soviet Union to reach an agreement on arms control in the SALT talks. Through this open-
ing, Kissinger hoped to achieve his goal. On the one hand he wanted to put pressure on the
Soviet Union to get to some results on the nuclear weapons limitation negotiations, on the other,
he wanted to strengthen and consolidate his concept of bipolarism in Europe and prevent ex-

cessive autonomy of the area. %

The use of the Chinese card has always been perceived as a tool to put pressure on the Soviet-
American talks to achieve goals better and quicker, but it was more than this to the US. In fact,
the logic of triangular diplomacy was also to exploit the Soviet card, the threat that the Soviet
Union posed to China, to play in the Sino-American relationship to discuss with Beijing. 126
This element was used especially in the beginning to convince the Chinese to develop closer

ties with the United States. 27

This renewed relationship between the two countries resulted in a new inclusion of China within
the international scenario. In fact, one of the effects of the opening towards China is its entrance
in the United Nations, supported by the United States. Mao's China was formally admitted to
the international community in a position of strength, gaining a permanent seat at the Security

Council.!??

However, in their relationship there was one issue: the recognition of the Republic of China
went at the disadvantage of Taiwan’s independent movement. This issue had been part of the

negotiations, and the Chinese were irremovable on it. The necessity for dialogue prevailed over
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the positions previously taken by the US on Taiwan’s side, and Kissinger had reassured Mao
that the country would not intervene in China’s internal dynamics. The Taiwan quarrel will
continue in the following administrations and will continue to play a controversial role in the

relationship between the two countries, also affecting regional affairs.

However, Washington maintained strong geopolitical ties with Taiwan, even though it did not
and did not legally recognize it as an independent country. This generates a paradox: since the
1970s, thanks to the Nixon-Mao diplomatic round, the Communist regime has been recognized
by the world community as the representative political actor of the Chinese people, but the
United States has continued to keep a strong presence in Taiwan, the former legally recognized

Chinese power.!?
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2.3 Salt I and II 1969-1972

A great domestic consensus after the opening towards China was achieved in 1972 with the
SALT I agreement. With it, the two superpowers determined the numbers allowed and regulated
to the arms race for the first time. The SALT (Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty) I and II are
two agreements reached between the Soviet Union and the United States with the goal of lim-
iting the possibility of nuclear war between the two superpowers. The next section aims at ex-
plaining how the dialogue between the two countries took place, and why it is a crucial event
in Cold War history. In this context, the aim is to highlight the role that Henry Kissinger played

in the dialogue and negotiations in Soviet-American relations.

If world peace and stability were the final normative aim, reducing tension by military power
equalization was interpreted on the both sides as the key to achieving stable guarantees of peace.
There was nothing more crucial than avoiding a nuclear war between Moscow and Washington.
Consequently, the constructive idea Western and Eastern governments advocated after the Cu-
ban crisis was regulating the arms race through limitation agreements on missiles and nuclear

weapons.

SALT I and IT have been praised as a milestone of peaceful coexistence between Washington
and Moscow. From this perspective, it represented the essence of bilateral détente. At the same
time, it shows the limits and the paradoxical nature of this policy: before, during and after the
Treaty signature, the two governments struggled a great deal on the goals and means of the
treaty, and different visions of world peace emerged. The behind-the-scene reality is one char-
acterized by mutual suspicion and misunderstanding. In this perspective, the history of Salt II
also describes the demise or decline of détente in the late 1970s, when the two world leaders

started again to clash at the international level for world dominance.

In a recent interview, Henry Kissinger summarizes the entire rationale of the dialogue between
the two countries Kissinger saying that * our strategic objective was to prevent the Soviet Un-
ion from becoming the hegemonic country. Nixon came into office when the Soviet army had
just occupied Czechoslovakia six months earlier, and one of the strategic events of our period
was that forty-two Russian divisions were deployed on the Chinese border. So the use of Soviet

military pressure was a feature of the Cold War world to be dealt with. Nixon also began by
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saying that he was open to an era of negotiations, and we agreed to the opening of arms control
negotiations on strategic nuclear weapons.”!3? As he said, the arms control negotiations were
important, but the main focus was on the political aspect of the dialogue. It was the first time

that the two tried to agree to relax their tensions.

A great feature in the Soviet-American relations is determined by the so- called back channels.
This plays a great part in Kissinger’s actions, and it will prove crucial in the dialogue with the
Soviets. In fact, the first dialogue and talks started through Kissinger- Dobrynin relationship.
The latter was the Soviet ambassador in the US and was a supporter of the process of détente.
Back channels were basically confidential channels of communication, that left out official ac-
tors such as the State Department. This technique was not new and was used especially during
negotiations to exchange views and avoid backlash from domestic actors or third countries.
This time though was different as the Kissinger- Dobrynin back channel was not only to tackle
a crisis, but it was also the instrument to deal with all sorts of issues that involved the two
superpowers. 3! This strategy will continue throughout Kissinger’s permanence in office. In
this way it was clear that the power was in Nixon and Kissinger’s hands, leaving the rest of the
American institutions external to the process. When this back channel was established the two
countries expressed the willingness to open negotiations, and some of the potential topics of

discussion were the Middle East and SALT. 132

A great impact on the discussions and in general as shaping the international scenario was the
Vietnam war, which was a priority for the Nixon’s administration, but this issue will be better

analyzed in the following chapter of this elaborate.

The era of negotiation with the Soviet Union was opened by the SALT: Strategic Arms Limi-
tation Treaty. Both sides continue to express their interest in the negotiations that would open
with preliminary discussion of the issues involved in Helsinki, in November 1969. SALT be-

came the first effort to negotiate between the two superpowers. They lasted five weeks, in which
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neither of them made a proposal, but they agreed that “each side is able better to understand the
views of the other with respect to the problems under consideration."!33
They also agreed to meet in rotating sessions between Vienna, that took place in April 1970,

and Helsinki.

The Soviets thought they could improve the terms in their favor pushing on the American do-
mestic pressures for unilateral cutbacks. They wanted to stop the American ABM program;
they were as yet unwilling to face an offensive freeze, perhaps because their own buildup had
not proceeded far enough.!3* The general atmosphere was one in which the Soviets were push-
ing to achieve an agreement, and knew that the US was torn by a debate on what arms and goals

it had to focus.

In spring 1970, it was time to propose the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks in Vienna. As the
possible proposals were innumerous, the main options reduced to four.

“Option A: Each country could build twelve ABM missile-defense sites, there would be no
limits on MIRVs, and a high ceiling on offensive missiles would require no U.S. cuts. (The
Pentagon liked this one.)

Option B: The same, except each side could have only one ABM site, which would be limited
to protecting its capital.

Option C: The same as B, except there would be restrictions on MIRVs (Multiple Inde-
pendently- Targetable Reentry Vehicles).

Option D: Each side would be limited to one ABM site, there would be deep missile cuts, but

no MIRYV restrictions.”!33

On option C, Kissinger attached the condition of on-site inspection, which as predictable, was
immediately rejected by the Soviet Union, and as predicted by Kissinger, both would land on
option B, which meant limiting the number of missiles rather than warheads.'*¢ This option
would be never receive the support of the Congress, and Kissinger was aware of this mistake.

Another mistake that Kissinger was aware of, was the fact of accepting one ABM each
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protecting the national capitals. He knew that ABM was the strongest bargaining counter.
37K issinger tried for the following year to undo this mistake, using his Dobrynin back channel.
To solve this situation, he proposed a deal to Dobrynin: he would, through the back channel,
discuss an approach to SALT together with the Berlin problem, which the Soviets had wanted
to settle since 1958.13% The issue involved ways to guarantee western access to the city while
regulating the relationship between western Germany and west Berlin in an acceptable way for
the east. To negotiate these aspects, which Kissinger linked to achieve his goals, he used what
was a constant in his approach: the back channels, leaving the State Department in the dark. '3
The United States announced the agreement on arms control on May 20, and the two countries
agreed to try to agree on an ABM treaty together with measures that would limit offensive
weapons. 40 Soon after, the Berlin agreement was also achieved.

In brief, it is possible to say that the SALT I was the first step towards the limitation of nuclear
arsenal in volume, and it was only the opening step towards a series of more complete agree-

ments.

On April 20, 1972, Kissinger made a secret trip, this time to Moscow. The trip was, as the
previous one to China, a way to prepare the actual summit for Nixon’s visit, but it was very
different from the first secret trip to China that he made the previous year. First because in
China he had made contact before, while not he was making sure that progress could be made
regardless of the ongoing tensions in Vietnam. '*! One of the first meetings Kissinger had with
Brezhnev was entirely on the war, with one main goal on the American counterpart which was

to bring an end to the American intervention. !4

While the US was bombing North Vietnam, the Moscow summit was taking place between
President Nixon and Brezhnev on May 22", 1972. There was too much at stake for the Soviet

Union, Brezhnev had put is reputation on the line and could not back out now. '43
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There were many serious aspects to discuss in the meetings, and one of the major achievements
of the summit was Nixon’s signature of the SALT I agreements. The treaty was composed of
two parts. The first one was an ad interim agreement on land and submarine based offensive
nuclear weapons (SLBMs), and the second was an agreement on anti-ballistic missiles defense
systems (ABM treaty). With the latter, the two agreed to deploy only two limited ground-based
defense systems. They gave up nationwide defense systems against strategic ballistic missiles
recognizing the risk of a new arms race. The goal of détente was considered attained. At the
same time, Kissinger while Nixon attended his meetings with Brezhnev, oversaw the discus-
sions on the agreement’s details with Gromyko, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, on potential

discussions for middle east settlements and the Vietnam War.!4*

In the 1972 meeting the US had a big agenda to discuss, as they had discussed with the Soviets
for more than a year. According to Kissinger it was logical that they counterbalanced the rap-
prochement with China, showing themselves as a more viable partner. They let the summit
happen even though the weeks before a huge escalation was taking place in Vietnam. %To
Kissinger the significance of the agreement was that it was the first time that offensive weapons
agreement was to be discussed, and it was successful since it managed to freeze the number of
offensive nuclear weapons at the level already reached at the time, and it allowed the US to
work on improving quality. It was a five-year interim agreement that could be worked up into
a more complex negotiation. In his words,’” it was an important step to reduce international
tensions’’.!4¢ In addition, they had achieved a permanent agreement on the limitation of anti-

ballistic missiles defense.

The ABM agreement had a positive impact on the two countries, because it allowed them to cut
down the spending on that program. While the other part of the treaty, the one on offensive
weapons allowed the Soviet Union to have higher limits on ICBMs and SLBMs, in a way the
US kind of gave up American missiles’ superiority.'4” As expressed by a conservative Repub-

lican member of the House of Representatives, John M. Ashbrook, the US was at loss in the
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agreement since it allowed to “ lock the Soviet Union into unchallengeable superiority, and

plunge the united states and its allies into a decade of danger’’.!#®

The reality was very complex. The agreement did not cover many aspects, leaving to the US
the possibility of improving the quality of MIRVs. However, the treaty presented one main
criticism: the agreement did not stop the arms race, it only shifted it to different weapons.'+
Already throughout the 1969 the Nixon administration had been informed about the risks and
needs of banning MIRVs, and the House of Foreign Affairs Committee issued a report for a
negotiated freeze on the weapons.!>” Nevertheless, they were the ones left out from SALT I
agreement. Kissinger himself was uncomfortable with MIRV technology, as he was aware of
the power and destabilizing nature of it. However, he considered that discussing both ABM and
MIRYV would be too much on the plate and would be had a political difficulty in discussing arm

control with the Soviets. '3!

The great achievement was more politically significant, picturing Nixon and Kissinger as the
primary diplomatic figures of the time that were able to reach an agreement with the Soviet
Union.

The two countries also signed a document called Basic principles of relations between the
United States and the Union of the Soviet Socialist Republics. This document was negotiated
by Kissinger and dealt with the peaceful coexistence of the two countries and regulated bilateral
relations in light of the importance of security interests. !52 It was not concrete, and Kissinger

himself defined it as >’general spirit which regulates the overall direction of the policy”’.!3

Since SALT I did not prevent the two countries from enlarging, they force through the deploy-
ment of MIRVs, that was one of the first topics of discussion for the SALT II negotiations. The
two countries still had differences in their points of view and priorities. Their negotiations dis-

cussed offensive arms systems, bans on new arms systems and qualitative limits.
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The agreement between the two countries was to set limits on the number of ICBMs, SLBMs
and missile-launching submarines. The Soviet Union was allowed slightly higher number and
the agreement was not ideal for either party. The two countries agreed to limit the timeframe
for five years and to continue negotiations. The combination of the ABM treaty and the interim

agreement on offensive strategic weapons did not mean an end to the nuclear arms race. '>*

The Second Round of Strategic Arms Limitation Talks, commonly known as SALT II, began
almost immediately after the first round ended in 1972. The negotiations led to a treaty on
nuclear arms control that the United States and the Soviet Union signed in 1979. Although it

was never ratified by the U.S. Senate, both countries adhered to the terms of the agreement.!>

In spring of 1973 the relationships between the US and USSR were unusually relaxed. A second
summit between the two countries was planned to take place in the United States, and to prepare

for the negotiations Kissinger went to Moscow at the beginning of May.

The starting point of the negotiations was slightly different from the SALT I agreement. In fact,
the domestic difficulties caused by the first signs of Watergate affected Nixon and were show-
ing their impact on foreign policy too. In the previous negotiations the two countries con-
sciously differentiated their arsenal, American weapons were smaller and more precise and
versatile, Soviet ones were more powerful. Each country had focused on its own development
and the options that the bureaucratic machinery was making negotiations more difficult for
Kissinger, since the options the Defense department insisted on equality in every weapons sys-
tem.!>The State Department went to the other extreme. It proposed a moratorium on all MIRV
testing and deployment. This was no more negotiable since it would have excluded the Soviets

from the MIRYV field altogether.!>’
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It was hardly an environment conducive to conceptual thought when SALT II got under way in
October 1972. The Soviets proposed the withdrawal of American ballistic-missile submarines
from forward bases as well as mutual “restraint” in the development of new strategic weapons.
158

What emerged from these talks is a statement of general principles, which was not specific nor
precise. The clause on a future SALT agreement included those qualitative developments had
to be included. The most concrete provision was that the parties would seek to conclude a new

agreement before the end of 1974.1%°

On a side, another type of negotiation was taking place: the Agreement on the Prevention of
Nuclear War. The idea of this project was remembered by Kissinger in his memoires in the
following way: “On my secret visit to Moscow in April 1972, Brezhnev took me aside to pro-
pose what he was pleased to call a “peaceful bomb” — a treaty between the Soviet Union and

160 which was not

the United States renouncing the use of nuclear weapons against each other
feasible for the US. In over a year of negotiation the proposal had been transformed into a
statement that the mutual goal was peace, applying as well to allies and third countries and
premised on restrained international conduct, especially the avoidance of the use or the threat

of force.!¢!

The basis put by the Nixon’s administration in foreign policy, especially in the dialogue with
the Soviet Union, will be continued by President Ford, who continued the negotiations. Kissin-
ger continued to play a central role in the dialogue with the Soviets, but the signing of the SALT
IT will not take place until later in 1979, even if during the years the dialogue lost its initial

significance and the process of détente will start to fade, as the next chapter will show.

As seen in the previous sections, the American foreign policy in the Nixon’s administration
focused on some crucial pillars, as the beginning of negotiations with the enemy, the achieve-
ment of an agreement on the use and development of nuclear weapons and on the opening to

China as a tool in this dynamic.
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However, the process of détente had not diminished the ideological differences between the
two. The United States and the Soviet Union were and will remain ideological rivals, and the
two during the years always attempted to contain and limit the other. In fact, regardless of the
determination to achieve agreements on nuclear weapons, the two countries had found several
theaters of confrontation through proxy conflicts. This is one of the main contradictions of the
dialogue between the two countries: the effort of dialogue did not exclude the desire to prevail.
This is true in the Vietnam War, as it is in several other contexts. The next chapter aims at
analyzing more in depth this aspect and the contradictions that accompanied the dialogue be-
tween the two superpowers until the decline and defeat of the process of détente, since it is not

possible to understand one without the other.
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Chapter II1- The contradictions and failure of détente
3.1 The Vietnam War

While the previous two chapters dealt with Kissinger’s ideas and their application in foreign
policy, the third one is aimed at analyzing the limits of détente and the declining phase of Kis-
singer and Nixon’s foreign policy. The first section will analyze what is considered one of the
biggest contradictions in opening a dialogue with Communist countries, and at the same time
one of the darkest pages of American history: the Vietham War. The conflict in Vietnam can
be considered a contradiction because it is a proxy conflict to limit the spread of communism,
and while the Americans troops kept fighting North Vietnam, which was supported by Soviet
Union and China, President Nixon and Kissinger were discussing arms limitation with the So-
viet Union and opening a dialogue with China. The second section will deal with the decline of
the process of détente and how the bilateral relations between the Soviet Union and the United
States stopped to be a priority, and how differences prevented them to achieve results. The third
section will analyze the failure and conclusion of the process of détente and the demise of

Nixon’s administration.

The last phase of Nixon’s political career is strictly connected to the beginning of his presi-
dency, in 1969. When Nixon and Kissinger took office, the administration was left with cum-
bersome task of finding a solution to the American involvement in the Vietnam war. Kissinger
had expressed his view on the war in an article for Foreign Affairs shortly after his appointment,
pointing to the complexity of the issue and the impossibility to end the conflict rapidly.'®? He
doesn’t know yet that the Vietnam conflict will oversee all actions taken in foreign policy for

the next four years, as it is linked to other countries like Soviet Union or China.

The American involvement in the Vietnam War had started under President Kennedy in the
attempt to avoid the spread of communism, by backing South Vietnam in the confrontation
against the communist North Vietnam, which was supported by the communist countries: So-
viet Union and China. It is at all effects a proxy conflict for the most dominant powers involved
in Asia politics to fight for influence over the region, and indirectly, world politics. The conflict,
which was born in November 1955 between North and South Vietnam, became at the center of

American concern because if one Southeast Asian country fell to communism, the risk,
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according to the Kennedy’s administration, was that other would have followed the same path.
For this reason, Kennedy decided to increase US aid starting in 1962, and the Johnson’s admin-

istration followed by a large-scale troop intervention.

In his article, Kissinger points to the fact that a conflict that involved many countries, two
American administrations, and that lasted more than 20 years cannot be resolved quickly. The
issues were complex and interconnected. By 1969, it was clear that winning the war was im-
possible, but for Kissinger they could not just withdraw, because credibility had to be main-
tained. Credibility played a huge role, and it is a recurrent theme in Kissinger’s reasoning. Ac-
£ 163

cording to him, stability depended on American promises, and those promises had to be kep

On the issue, he also believed that military issues must be discussed with Hanoi.

According to Nixon, the only way was to assure Saigon’s survival without the presence of the
American army. And at that moment South Vietnam was not able to survive the Communist
attack if the American troops withdrew. Building up South Vietnamese forces meant at the time
being able to remove some American help from the ground. The main idea was to de-Ameri-
canize the conflict, and make it a regional conflict that involved local actors. This was Nixon’s

plan, which Kissinger did not support that much. 164

In the beginning, both Nixon and Kissinger were very optimistic for the conclusion of the situ-
ation in Vietnam, which will be in the background in all discussions with Soviet Union and
China. However, the conflict did not end quickly. Soviet Union and China had all the interest
in solving the matter and proceeding in their individual relations with the United States, but
Vietnam was not the major point of discussions in the visits that Kissinger attended in Beijing
or in Moscow. Kissinger and Nixon realized that the Soviet Union and China were not directly
in control or command of North Vietnam. This clarity of perception permitted the administra-
tion to see to pursue possibilities for triangular diplomacy that had not previously been ade-

quately recognized.'®
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The first serious attempt to get Soviet attention on finding a compromise on the Vietnam War
is the Kissinger-Dobrynin meetings in April 1969. On that occasion, Kissinger made clear that
if American willingness to negotiate with Hanoi was not supported by the Kremlin, the Presi-
dent would have to escalate the war. In the case in which the Kremlin did not collaborate on the
resolution of the Vietnam War, the dialogue on limitation of nuclear weapons that both coun-

tries wished for could not continue.!®

Dobrynin warned that Moscow had limited power on Hanoi, but that he would forward the
negotiating proposals to Soviet leaders. He added that the Soviet leaders wished to continue
negotiations for improved relations with the United States. Kissinger’s interpretation of Do-
brynin message was that the American actions in Vietnam, even escalation of hostilities, was

not a Soviet’s priority. !¢

The United States was also pursuing parallel efforts to get the Chinese to mediate with the North
Vietnamese through indirect and limited attempts since the nature of their relationship at that
moment. While Soviet and Chinese assistance in moving Hanoi toward a compromise that
would permit the United States to disengage without losing face remained an important part of

the American strategy, it no longer had the central role hoped for in 1969.168

After analyzing the situation, Kissinger’s article basically became the base of the administration
policy in Vietnam, as Kissinger embarked on a four-year path for a negotiated settlement. He
started to believe that a way to reach peace was through Moscow. Again, it is possible to
recognize a staple in Kissinger’s theory: linkage. American policies toward the Soviet Union
on all issues, like trade, arms control, Vietnam, were all linked. '® The strategy of linkage
initially did not work as planned, and the SALT talks went on a separate path, even if Vietnam

was always in the background.
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While Kissinger was planning the right actions to take towards China and Soviet Union, Nixon
had to decide how to proceed in Vietnam. The first action taken by his administration on the
territory was to bomb communist headquarters in Cambodia in March 1969, that up to that
moment was never bombed and had remained a neutral country so far. The decision to involve
Cambodia, and as a consequence to spread the war to a neighboring country was due to the fact
that North Vietnam had military bases along the border, and the fact that Cambodia was outside
the conflict, allowed North Vietnam to have protected military arsenal and freedom of
maneuver. Those bases were a threat to the American troops and to South Vietnam and bombing
them was considered one of the few options to weaken the North, and push it towards a
compromise.

The secret bombing continued for a year but were not successful and so Nixon ordered a full
invasion of the country. While the invasion continued, in June 1969 Nixon and Nguyen Van
Thieu, leader of South Vietnam, met to discuss the steps to take, agreeing to slowly withdraw
American military from the territory. It then turned out that the withdrawal was taking place
very slowly that it took three additional years of American support, which caused several
protests in the US.!7° Kissinger did not support this policy. For him diplomacy and military
presence were connected, and “It was unrealistic to have demanded a mutual withdrawal at the
negotiating table while making unilateral withdrawals on the battlefield.!”! If the Americans
were already withdrawing, but at the same time to push for a bilateral withdrawal, it was

diminishing their bargaining power at the negotiation table.

One of Kissinger’s goals and challenges was not only to negotiate American withdrawal from
Vietnam without compromising the credibility of the country, but also consider the post- Vi-
etnam scenario and challenges, and what role could the United States have in intervention in
foreign countries. In the post-Vietnam war scenario, certainly some role had to played by the
triangular relationship between United States, China and the Soviet Union. The Vietnamization
of the conflict, namely training the South Vietnam forces and leave the fight against com-
munism to them, became part of a larger doctrine in foreign policy called the Nixon doctrine.
172 In fact, Nixon stated that the US would no longer intervene in regional conflicts by sending

its troops, rather would have close allies in the regions to fulfill the role of controlling the spread
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of communism, and the US would intervene only in the case in which the Soviet Union or China
attacked an allied country. On the one hand, this new strategy was needed because the United
States could no longer afford to intervene as it did in Vietnam. On the other hand, it was a useful
framework for the ongoing withdrawal. In this way it seemed part of a larger doctrine, and not

a failure and error of miscalculation of the country’s possibilities.!”

While Nixon and Kissinger met the North Vietnamese delegates in Paris for secret peace talks,
Kissinger was also working on several projects: China and Moscow, and now also the negotia-
tions with Vietnam. At the beginning of 1970 the second round of talks took place. This time,
Hanoi sent Le Duc Thou, a top member of its politburo. !’* But the negotiations did not bring
any result. In fact, the North Vietnamese were stubborn in their positions, demanding a unilat-
eral withdrawal for American troops, instead of mutual withdrawal at the same time, as Kissin-

ger advocated.

At the end of April, the round of negotiations broke off with nothing achieved. In the following
months Nixon had to face quite a few challenges and decisions. In fact, Cambodia was under-
going protest and a coup, and the Americans were asked to intervene. With negotiations stalling,
mounting tensions in Cambodia, and the withdrawal plan, the Nixon administration was torn
by two sides. On the one hand, there was the decision to continue the withdrawal and use di-
plomacy to find a solution to the situation. On the other hand, there was Kissinger, who thought
that military and diplomatic effort had to go hand in hand, and without the former the latter
would not be credible nor achieve any major result. The new government of Cambodia was
fighting North Vietnam communist, and the US had three choices: to wait and see, attack the
communist bases in Cambodia with South Vietnamese troops supported by US air strikes, or
sending American troops as well. Kissinger opted for the second one initially, but later, as
Nixon was pondering the latter, he also became convinced that the use of American troops
would make the most sense. All these decisions, as many others on all issues, were secret, or at

least only few people close to Kissinger and Nixon were aware of them.!”

On May 1, 1969, South Vietnamese and American troops started the invasion of Cambodia,

with the official aim of demolishing the communist bases used by North Vietnam. The decision
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was very controversial and inconsistent with, if not openly opposite to the claims that Nixon
had always made to end the American involvement in Vietnam. In fact, instead of a withdrawal
or a renewed attempt at the negotiation table, the Nixon’s administration was enlarging the war

to a neighboring country, sparking domestic protest and criticisms.

This decision was fully supported by Kissinger, which it could seem quite a contradiction ac-
cording to the principle of credibility and the promises that Nixon had made to the electorate in
the electoral campaigns about the withdrawal from the conflict. However, to keep American
promises credible on both sides, at the domestic level and at the international level, the Cam-
bodian bombing decision was kept secret. Secrecy is one of the pillars of Kissinger’s actions
during Nixon’s first term. In this way, they were free to act, without having to deal with the
domestic discontent and the opposition in Congress. Kissinger always focused on making
American reputation credible and give to other countries, both allies and enemies, a reputation
of a country that keeps its promises. At the same time Kissinger has always been obsessed with
the image at the domestic level too, and many decisions and actions were taken secretly not to
spark concerns and criticism in the public. They strategy aimed at destroy North Vietnam bases
in the way in which the country would be weakened. The American casualties were increasing
and the only way to stop the enemy was to attack its bases. They hoped that with a weak North
Vietnam, the two countries could sit at the negotiations table and lower North Vietnam condi-

tions to achieve an agreement.

However, the Cambodian invasion was a disastrous chapter of the Vietnam conflict. Even if
Nixon and Kissinger tried to portray it as a successful military achievement, it was not. North
Vietnam achieved a great victory in Cambodia and the US had to abandon the hope to exercise
any influence in Southeast Asia in the future after this failure. The military interventions con-
tinued during the years, and the same did the negotiations. However, the Nixon’s administration

was slowly withdrawing part of the troops, without stopping the military operations.

The general situation remained unchanged until October 1972, when North Vietnam decided to
reach an agreement. It was only possible to achieve an agreement when after more than ten
years of conflict and four of negotiations, North Vietnam came to accept what had been pro-

posed by the US and always refused: the existence of Saigon’s government.!’® From the very
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beginning in the negotiation process, the North Vietnamese stuck to their initial position: there
could be an agreement only if the US agreed to overthrow the Saigon government in the process
of withdrawing forces. In October 1972, after Nixon was reelected to his second mandate, they
decided to abandon their previous political requests and accept the American proposal for a
military settlement only, that was offered at the very beginning of the negotiations. These Paris
Accords together with cease-fire, assistance to Saigon, economic incentives for Hanoi seemed

perfectly acceptable for South Vietnam’s future. 177

According to Kissinger, what made the North Vietnamese change their minds about the agree-
ment was an offensive that they carried out against South Vietnam, when no American forces
were left on ground, just naval base and air power. Even if the defense was left to the South
Vietnamese, they were able to win, and the North Vietnamese suffered a strong defeat in that
occasion. This defeat, and the fact that Nixon was reelected and was going to continue with the
same requests at the negotiations table, convinced them to find a compromise and accept the

conditions that the American had requested previously.

The proposal that the US had suggested at the beginning was the essence of the final settlement.
It was a project that no one thought to be feasible, but the delegation was able to achieve even
better results than expected. Hanoi finally gave up on the overthrowal of Saigon’s government,
so the latter could remain in place. If the government had to change, it was due to the results of
the will of the people and not because Hanoi external pressures. But the existing government
would stay in office and would be a principal party to the enforcement of the agreement. That

was the key concession.!”®

In October of 1972 was the first time that the Americans had an advantage. Before then, Hanoi
had predicted that the domestic factor, and the frequent protests would pressure the country to
get out of the war and was correct on this aspect. For a long time, North Vietnam had conducted
the negotiations with its demands and stalls and the Americans with the increasing withdrawals

had lost some bargaining power. '7° Then the United States showed more determination than
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they had expected. North Vietnam suddenly panicked about what would happen if Nixon was
reelected.!®® So at the beginning of September, they started to agree to end the war on a quick
schedule. The final agreement, after the October 1972 concessions was achieved in January

1973.

The terms of the agreement more specifically were first a cease fire. In addition to that there
was a prohibition of infiltration, and the possibility only to replace South Vietnam equipment
in case of destroyed or damaged weapons. The compliance of the agreement would be super-
vised by a UN inspection system.!'®! In addition, there were some economic elements of aid to
North and South Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, to control the execution of the agreement. The
Americans hoped that these incentives would switch the country’s focus to reconstruction of
the economy instead of breaking the agreement, together with the interests of China and Soviet

Union to constrain North Vietnam.!82

This agreement, however, was strongly breached by North Vietnam, who after a while contin-
ued the attacks on the South, and even if on paper peace was achieved, the tensions continued

until the North was able to win the South.

In the end of the Vietnam war resulted in a humiliating failure for the United States’ foreign
policy. Communist and Third World supporters celebrated this turning point, and a few months
the Norther Viet Communist army conquered the whole country. Vietnam was soon declared a
Socialist republic under the leadership of the Communist party. Their form of socialism was
distinctly Soviet in its fashion and progress aims. The economy was directed through central-
ized planning, private ownership was cancelled, and agriculture was collectivized. Also, trade
and markets were put under the control of the party. Two million Vietnamese fled abroad after
the first reeducation camps started their brainwashing programs, and the conditions across the
border in Cambodia were even worse. A fanatical group of Communists inspired by the more
extreme forms of Maoism and the Cultural Revolution took power after the Us supported re-

gime collapsed. %3
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It is possible to say that the conflict in Vietnam was one of Nixon’s priorities since the very
beginning of his Presidency and has played a crucial role in American foreign and domestic
policy. The Vietnam War has required American efforts for years and has played a major role
both at domestic and international level. It is an issue at the core of foreign policy for three
administrations, if considering also Nixon’s and has shaped domestic consensus for the political
sphere or, as it happened it sparked strong criticism and protests among American citizens.
However, it is even more crucial when Kissinger and Nixon led an opening towards two com-
munist countries: Soviet Union and China, and it has impacted the dialogue between the super-
powers. In the very beginning, Nixon’s ideas on the Vietnam War was included in the strategy
of triangular diplomacy. Kissinger and Nixon thought that with the mediation of the Soviet
Union it was possible. Linkage was applied to push the Soviets into pressuring North Vietnam
to achieve an agreement, but this approach failed. The following effort, the was based on the
same concept of the involvement of Soviet Union, was done with China. The Chinese did make
an effort with North Vietnam in November 1971, trying to pressure North Vietnam to accept a

compromise, but the effort did not achieved the hoped outcome. 34
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3.2 The worsening of US-USSR relationships in the 1970s

Although the United States and the Soviet Union had found a common ground in 1972, and the
SALT I talks seemed to have developed a promising foundation for the development of their
relationship, the dialogue between the two countries started to decline, not able to live up to its
promises. There are several factors that contribute to the worsening of their relationship and the
failure of détente cannot be attributed to one element only. Certainly, the two countries were
increasingly brought apart by their different interpretation of détente and a lack of a code of
conduct, and by their domestic issues, like Watergate, that affected the bilateral relations as
well. Even though the countries continued their confrontation in third world countries, there
were factors that affected the process that were outside of their direct control, as the global

economic crises of 1973, that undermined the efforts of cooperation.

The two countries never stopped confrontation on third countries’ territory, through the use of
proxy wars, and the end of the Vietnam War did not stop this competition. In fact, after the
Vietnam War the two superpowers found other scenarios in which to compete. This is the case
of the Middle East, or the Third World countries like Angola. It is important to remember that
the process of détente mainly focused on Europe, and it was not an omni-comprehensive at-

tempt to reach peace and smooth out tensions permanently.

Even though there was always an ongoing dialogue, whether productive or stalling, the United
States and Soviet Union never stopped their more or less indirect fight, both militarily and ide-
ologically, through the use of several conflicts that involved third countries. This can be con-
sidered a constant variable in the relationship between the two. And it was not only in Vietnam.
The conflicts in which the two superpowers confronted, backing the third countries that could
be considered allied, were several, and will only be mentioned in this section, since it is outside
the scope of this research. However, it is important to keep in mind that the goal behind the
rapproachement between the two, was never the achievement of full peace, but the regulation
of the use of nuclear weapons, in order to avoid a direct nuclear confrontation, that would be
mutually destructive, and to give the possibility both to Brezhnev and to Nixon to focus on

other aspects and not on the opponent only.
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Both countries acknowledged the achieved nuclear parity but did not do anything to transform
it into a common political standard to drive their actions in the rest of the world.!8> Instead, they
kept confronting each other to achieve a geopolitical superiority and influence over the

territories that they were not going to achieve.

One of the main causes of the decline of detente was, first of all, the failure of the superpowers
to reach a standard code of detente. Because détente was based on a moralistic, political lan-
guage, it did not readily provide a prescription for superpower behavior. As various events and
policies began to militate against the national interest, each side attacked the other for violating
its ill-defined code of conduct. These attacks produced anger, suspicion, and fear, causing a

reaction against détente.

Ironically, in this failure to reach a standard code of détente lay both the strength of this process
and its weakness: ambiguity leaves a door open to cooperation but still cannot help leaders in
determining cooperation in one way or the other and does not make the others' behavior rational

and predictable.!86

Détente, however, lacked a common long-term perspective. They rather focused on short term
goals and never envisaged a permanent solution to their tensions. This, together with several
other aspects, among which Nixon’s fall, the Congress blocking and undermining Kissinger’s
credibility and freedom of maneuver in the negotiations, and the incapability of maintaining
promises that the administration had previously made, certainly affected the effectiveness of

the USA-USSR negotiations.

A relevant role was also played by the domestic actors. The Congress was increasingly posing
limits on the process of détente, and one example is the Jackson-Vanik amendment. It was not
perceived well by the Kremlin and shed light on the limits that Kissinger had in negotiations.
Jackson’s pressures were generating a crisis with Moscow at the precise moment when the
American presidency was facing its period of greatest weakness since the Civil War, and the

American Congress was systematically reducing the military budget.!®” The biggest impact of
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the Jackson assault was to make it that much more difficult for the United States to come to

grips with the changed military environment into which the new technology had projected it.!8®

Moreover, Nixon built during the years a sort of understanding with Brezhnev, and the Wa-
tergate scandal impacted their relationship too as the former no longer had so much freedom of
power. When President Nixon resigned, the process of détente was already stalling, and rap-
proachement was undergoing a series of challenges at the domestic level due to the renewed
strength of Congress and the rising criticisms on détente and opposition to the processes already
started in the first Nixon’s term in foreign policy. However, it was not over. The two countries
were struggling to find agreements, but the summits kept taking place, the last one a month

before Nixon’s resignation.

However, with the advent of the new administration, things started to change a bit. Gerald Ford
did not have the same relationship with Brezhnev that Nixon had achieved during the years,
and the mistrust continued due to the impediments caused by Congress. President Ford inherited
the policy of détente, and confirmed it, as he also inherited Kissinger, who continued to shape
and carry out foreign policy. In fact, Ford was an experienced politician and congressman, but

he was not an expert on international affairs as Nixon was. 1%

Nevertheless, negotiations on SALT II continued, and after Kissinger’s visit to Moscow at the
beginning of 1974, it was announced that Ford would meet with Brezhnev in November in
Vladivostok. The talks went on identifying the final terms acceptable to the Soviet leaders.
Brezhnev apparently indicated receptivity to either of two approaches: one would provide equal
aggregates of strategic launchers and equal levels of launchers for missiles with MIRVs; the
other would provide a differential that gave the Soviet Union a higher aggregate level and the
United States a higher level of MIRVs.!? If agreement were reached on equal levels, Brezhnev
would consider either an overall aggregate of 2,400 and the American-proposed level of MIRVs
of 1,320, or the American- proposed aggregate of 2,200 and a lower level of 1,200 MIRVs. The

Soviet Union would not agree to reduce the number of its heavy ICBM launchers but they did,
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however would defer consideration of American forward-based nuclear systems and the British

and French nuclear forces.!°!

The Vladivostok summit took place in November 23 and 24. The discussions of SALT domi-
nated the meeting and were essentially concluded on the first day. Agreement was reached on
a framework for a ten- year agreement, including accord on an equal aggregate level (2,400
launchers and heavy bombers) and an equal sublimit for launchers of missiles with MIRVs
(1,320). Ford had opted for the equal levels principally because he believed this solution would
find greatest public support. '*?The Vladivostok agreement, however, was only the blueprint

for a future treaty.

Even if the negotiations were quite successful, there were differences and criticisms on SALT
within the administration and Congress, and the topic was very politically heated. A new ob-
stacle to the dialogue, however, arrived, and the next round of talks were postponed: the indirect
Soviet - American confrontation in Angola.!®® In this way, all the enthusiasm generated by the
achievement of the Vladivostok Accords, was soon replaced by the collapse of bilateral trade
arrangements negotiated at the highest point of détente and signed in October 1972. **Accord-
ing to Brezhnev the failure of the Nixon and Ford administrations to deliver what they had

promised was a serious blow to détente. '°°

At the beginning of the Ford administration American- Soviet relations were constituted mainly
of ups and downs, it was not a smooth process nor a constant one. Initially the Vladivostok
summit and the associated SALT development was seen very positively by both sides.
Moreover, the CSCE multilateral summit was achieved in Helsinki in 1975 which could seem
a great success related to the bilateral successes that the two countries achieved, together with
the improved relationship of the first years of dialogue. However, there were several obstacles

and difficulties. A major issue, as previously mentioned, was the insistence and opposition of
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Congress, which wanted to link bilateral trade normalization and internal Soviet political
reform. This aspect was never put on the table before, and maybe it is the reason why during
the Nixon’s administration the dialogue worked in a way. At the same time, this was not only
a problem just for the Soviet Union, but also for Kissinger, both under Nixon in the last period
and under Ford, because it left him with little power of maneuver and no possibility of making
nor maintaining promises. This aspect of Congressional challenge made the Soviet a bit less

enthusiastic in further developing détente with the Americans. !

At the same time there were some issues emerging with SALT in the Vladivostok accord. It
was mainly the difficulty in finding an agreement on strategic programs and combining the

Y7 In order to make the dialogue work, Kissinger and Ford needed

different perspectives.
secrecy, which was increasingly contested as a method of diplomacy, but was at the same time
the only way to avoid the bureaucratic limits of those parts of the American institutions that did

not agree on the process itself.

While dialogue was in this situation, the competition and confrontation between the two in the
rest of the world kept going and was increasingly breaking the relationship, without the dialogue
on weapons to counterbalance it. The Soviets’ complaints continued to focus primarily on two

key areas: the Middle East, and China and East Asia.!”®

The turning point in American- Soviet relations was 1976. There had certainly been a gap be-
tween the two countries and especially in the way they interpreted the code of conduct that they
signed in 1972, the basic principles. The impact of the international developments around the

world was strong and it had a profound effect on the way they directed their actions.

From the American viewpoint, particular issues were Soviet behavior in third countries and
concern over a possible gain for communism in Southwestern Europe. From the Soviet stand-

point, they were the American policy of excluding the Soviet Union from the Middle East, the
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attempt to use détente to intervene in Soviet domestic affairs, and the collapse of American

economic normalization and facilitation of trade between the two countries.!*?

On the Soviet side, even though there were doubts and reassessments, the process of détente
was still pursued. On the American side though, there were rising doubts and the issue of peace-
ful coexistence was left after the elections taking place in that year. However, independently
from the elections, there was a mounting discontent with President Ford and also with Kissin-
ger, who was increasingly in contrast with the Congress.

Kissinger flew to Moscow for negotiations on SALT, which ran from January 20 to 23, 1976.2%°
Both sides wanted to find and agreement on SALT and, if possible, resume the summits that
stopped in 1975, maybe with a summit in Washington, which never happened. The exchanges
in January were the last ones for Kissinger’s era. When he returned to Moscow, he was optimist,
telling the President that there were ’considerable processes’” towards SALT. Again, former
President Ford recounts: “Agreement, it seemed, was very near. But when Henry returned to

Washington, there were growing reservations.”?"!

Another cause of failure of détente was the lack of attempts to collaborate. The arms limitations
talks were never detached from the political aspects of it. While the first talks showed some
promise in collaboration to reach military security requirements, the SALT II shows exactly

this lack.

When Kissinger returned from Moscow in January, he had expected to make one more trip to
Moscow in early March to complete the negotiation. Now that prospect had disappeared, and
the negotiation faded.?°?> There were few more attempts, but the options proposed by the Kis-
singer and Ford through the Dobrynin back channel were rejected, and the Americans did not

have much space of maneuver to propose something different. A new attempt was made by the
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Soviets, who were eager to resolve the negotiations, but the upcoming elections left everything
in a stall, and then to permanent stop.

There are two main considerations that are crucial to understand SALT II. First, the treaty was
never ratified by the Congress, which proves the controversial debate around the dialogue be-
tween the United States and Soviet Union. At the domestic level, the whole process of détente
was questioned since Nixon’s second term, and the tensions on the issue did not change during
Ford’s administration nor Carter’s. The second crucial element is that SALT II shows the limits
and the paradoxical nature of détente. The behind the scenes picture is one characterized by
mutual suspicion and mutual misunderstanding. In fact, during the bargaining process, the two
governments struggled a great deal on the goals and means of the agreement. Basically, two
different conceptions of world peace and global emerged. After years of limited dialogue and
attempts to reach a peaceful coexistence, the two world leaders started again to clash for world

dominance.
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3.3 The demise of détente and Nixon administration

The process of détente declined during the 1970s and failed permanently in 1979 with the Soviet
intervention in Afghanistan. At least this is what American population thought of the policy.
The Soviet Union and détente itself have been blamed for a series of critical developments.
Both superpowers considered the other responsible for the failure of détente, and the mutual
hostility and suspicion did not help find an objective consideration. The American position was
that the Soviets were more focused on competing than on finding a common position, and the
Soviet Union believed that the Americans detachment from détente did not depend on Soviet

actions.2%3

One of the main causes of the failure of détente, however, was the different interpretation they
had of the process as a whole. the American point of view, as described by Kissinger was “man-
aging the emergence of Soviet power” into world politics in an age of nuclear parity. 2*While
the Soviet leaders saw it was of managing the transition of the United States from its former

superiority to a more modest role in world politics in an age of nuclear parity. 2°°

It is important to consider the difference in ideology. The Soviet ideology has at its base the
gradual predominance of communism over capitalism and saw détente as a stable and secure
way to guarantee change without the direct confrontation between the two countries and the
avoidance of the use of a nuclear arsenal. When Nixon and Kissinger developed this strategy,
the aim was to avoid the spread of communism and limit the risk of a nuclear confrontation. At
the same time, they hoped that the gradual inclusion of the Soviet Union in the international
scenario would soften their ideological drive. The common American and Soviet recognition

of the need to avert war was of fundamental significance.?%
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There is an additional cause in the demise of détente, which is related to the domestic factor.
Both the United States and the Soviet Union failed to understand the connection between inter-
national politics and the domestic ones. The Soviet Union failed in understanding the political
dynamics and process that characterized the United States, and Kissinger, who led the dialogue
for the American side overestimated the degree of authority and autonomy that he and the Pres-
ident had. The Soviets trusted the words that the American promised, without considering the
importance of Congress nor the internal processes of the country’s institutions. Moreover, while
Nixon, Kissinger, and Ford were careful to relate linkages to foreign policy issues, Congress

attempted to make its own linkages with Soviet internal affairs.?0”

Moreover, the Carter administration that followed Ford, strongly criticized détente, and decided
to follow another path, prioritizing the protection of human rights. President Carter had little
understanding of the Soviet political leadership or of Soviet political processes. President Carter
was especially insensitive to the necessary limits on détente as a medium for influencing the

internal political affairs of the Soviet Union.2%8

The previous administrations, especially Nixon-Kissinger, understood that the active ongoing
competition between the two was not stopping any time soon. But tried to picture détente as a
new structure of peace, and this create expectations in the public, that resulted in blaming the
Soviet Union when these expectations were not met. Nixon’s and Kissinger overestimated their

ability to manipulate and manage both international and national affairs.

Combining all these elements, the result is that the dialogue, that initially showed some poten-

tial promises, stalled during the 1970s, until it faded completely.

The previous section analyzed the decline in the dialogue between the Soviet Union and the
United State. The process of détente was at its twilight. The following section will focus on the
domestic aspects and its consequences. Nixon’s presidency was at its end. Watergate will be
remembered as the scandal that ended Nixon’s career. In this context, it is important to overview

the impact of the events, to understand the consequences it had on foreign policy, in particular
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towards China and the Soviet Union, and on Kissinger’s career. In particular, the following
pages give prominence to the effect of Watergate on the two processes that are covered in chap-
ter two, and that are considered the pillars and major successes of Nixon’s first term: dialogue
towards the two major communist countries, and how these processes, so successful in the be-
ginning, when influenced by American domestic policies, will fade.

In April 1973 a bomb was about to explode on the administration. The scandal of Watergate
was so broad that it was impossible not to involve high profile figures in the administration.
The issue itself started in June 1972 and lasted until august 1974.2% Watergate began as an
attempt to bug the Democratic Party’s headquarters, but has developed into cover-up and addi-

tional illegal activities, which involved Nixon and his top aides. 21°

The event that brought the scandal to light took place on June 17, 1972, when the police arrested
five burglars in the headquarters of the Democratic National Committee in Washington DC.
The name Watergate quickly became the term that referred to all the events stood for the events
surrounding the break-in, and to all the investigations that exposed cover-up, wiretapping and

other related activities.?!!

On April 30, 1973, Nixon addressed the nation in a speech that defined the issues as “what has
come to be known as the Watergate affair. These include charges of illegal activity during and
preceding the 1972 presidential election and charges that responsible officials participated in
efforts to cover up that illegal activity.”?!2 For this occasion the resignation of Harry Robbins
Haldeman and John Ehrlichman were announced. They were the first top staff change, but it
would not be the last, as many figures of the Nixon’s administration will be impacted by the
Watergate scandal. With the speech, and a series of changes in the administration personnel,
the President thought that he could lead a sort of reformed administration and the issues would
fade on their own.

The scandal was the most discussed issue in the papers for months, and strongly impacted all

aspects of the American administration and reputation both at the domestic and international
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level. In fact, as Kissinger would worry, impacted strongly also foreign policy, undermining

the credibility of the American words with allied countries and its credibility against enemies.
213

When on September 22, 1973, Kissinger became Secretary of State, things started to change.
He now had more power and had to deal with many more issues, without the privilege to choose
those he wanted to deal with. Nixon was weak as Watergate investigations went on and it was
difficult to exclude the President direct involvement in the scandal. This situation made Nixon
willing to have a strong Secretary of State, contrarily to what he had previously avoided. Wa-
tergate hit him, and the only solution to keep the foreign policy going was to appoint Henry
when Rogers resigned that summer. His appointment is another consequence of the scandal.
Nixon, contrary to what had believed through the first term, needed strong people to continue
foreign policy, people that he could trust, and he could not lose Kissinger. Without the scandal,

Kissinger would not have been made to that role.

The major impact on foreign policy and on Kissinger’s operations in that period was Watergate.
With Nixon busy on the effects of the scandal, Kissinger was able to carry out foreign policy
in a more independent way, but at the same time he had different constraint at the domestic
level. This, helped him to detach his figure from the failures of Nixon’s administration and
Watergate, in fact, Kissinger is the only important figure in the Nixon’s administration who
remained in office after Watergate, and after the President’s resignation he remained at the
White House to work for President Ford. Kissinger interventions in foreign policy, especially
in the Middle East, allowed his reputation to grow, while Nixon’s plummeted. 2'* The effects
of Watergate on foreign policy did not stop at the renewed reputation for Henry. Nixon’s weak-
ness opened the way for new and more open criticisms in Congress, several congressmen op-
posed the granting of MFN status to the Soviet Union and started to question and obstacle the
process of détente between the Soviet Union and the United States. At the same time the full
normalization of the Sino-American relation was impossible.?!> Carrying out foreign policy
with the ghost of Watergate in the background was not making the task easy on Kissinger.

Again, the domestic aspect played a crucial impact on the effectiveness of the American
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resence in the international scenario, and the actions and strategies implemented in Nixon’s
p 5 g p

first term could not be continued.

The country was so impacted by the scandal that President Nixon would be forced to resign two
years after the first episode that started the investigations, having underestimated the powerful
impact of such events. The only one that appeared to have survived it in the entire Nixon ad-
ministration is Henry Kissinger.

Another aspect that was strongly impacted by Watergate and by the Congress actions is South
Vietnam. According to Kissinger, the decisions to cut aids to Saigon had a severe impact on the
country, that could not resist a North Vietnamese attack. In 1973—74 the Nixon administration's
ability to live up to the agreement and promises to Saigon was severely affected by Watergate
and the growing Congressional resistance to the administration's Vietnam policy.?'® South Vi-
etnam would have failed anyway, North Vietnam was supported by Beijing military help, which
peaked in 1973, and South Vietnam was in strong disadvantage. By 1974 Beijing started to cut

its aid to Hanoi and shift towards Khmer Rouge in Cambodia as a Chinese ally. 2!’

In November 1973 Kissinger visited China again, but due to Nixon’s bothersome situation, he
could not promise anything, and the normalization of the relationship between Beijing and
Washington that Nixon promised in his second term it was difficult to keep. In fact, Kissinger
came back from the visit without any concrete achievement. China was concerned for the rela-
tionship that US was developing with the USSR, the normalization towards China stopped and

he could not make any guarantees on the issue of Taiwan, which was a Chinese priority.

At the same time within Congress there were also quite some criticisms on the process of dé-
tente. One of the major critics was Democratic Senator Henry Jackson. His main criticisms
were two: first of all, the giving away of American nuclear superiority. In fact, he introduced
the amendment to the SALT I treaty that arms control agreements could not leave the USSR in
a position of superiority. This would complicate SALT II negotiations. Secondly, he was wor-
ried about emigration from the USSR and linked it to Soviet-American trade under the principle

of most favored nation. Adding the Jackson-Vanik amendment on trade, the senator constrained
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economic relations to the limitation of emigration from the Soviet Union. The Soviets were
disappointed for the direction on which this was going. Watergate had not created the Jackson-
Vanik Amendment, but it clearly provided a favorable overall context for a rising Congressional
challenge to the administration’s détente policy. When Kissinger became Secretary of State in
September 1973 the Soviet MFN status remained unresolved.?!®

Kissinger was frustrated by the stalling situation with the Soviet Union. “What I want to give
the Russians is something to start the SALT process working smoothly. I do not want to give
them a final position and tell them to take it or leave it. SALT can't go down the drain.”?!”
While resigned to the fact that no major Soviet- American agreements would be concluded in

1974, Kissinger needed something. He had to have “an analysis which convinces Brezhnev

there is something to be gained from the small ones,” Kissinger concluded. 22°

Nixon proceeded with the third summit meeting in Moscow in June, but his ability to pursue
new initiatives or even to persevere with established policies was greatly weakened. This weak-
ness proved especially damaging to SALT. Nixon’s final visit to Moscow in late June and early
July 1974 took place at the apex of the Watergate scandal. A month after this last trip to Mos-
cow, the Nixon’s administration will come to an end, succumbed under the events of the inves-

tigations.

August 9, 1974, the President addressed the nation in a live television and radio broadcast an-
nouncing his resignation. He did no confess but proceeded to talk about the successes in foreign
policy achieved during his presidency. ?*! At the domestic level, when Nixon resigned, the
American people stood uncommonly united on the President resignation. The country de-
manded the President to leave office because he had obstructed justice, abused of his powers,

and hidden information to the American public.

At the international level, in particular on the aspects covered by this elaborate, it is possible to
say that Kissinger eft the situation in a stall. The relationship with China was constrained by
the domestic positions of Congress, and the SALT II was not going anywhere. The process of

détente seen in the previous sections had failed, and the goals achieved by Nixon’s first term
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were no longer seen as a priority. However, not the entire administration was declining with

him.

While the Nixon White House was sinking, Kissinger was at the peak of his career. In fact,
even though the Watergate strongly impacted the country has a whole, it did not mean the end
of Kissinger’s career, as he will continue to be Secretary of State under the Ford administration,

that followed Nixon’s.

The contradictions of the bilateral dialogue emerge at the end of the 1970s, culminating with

the invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.

However important this confrontation may be, the real reasons why the process failed to main-
tain its stability is not in the competition that was taking place in third countries, as that always
was like that, even in 1972 which is considered the most successful year for the nuclear weapons
limitation talks. The factors that contributed to the demise of détente are several, and they are
connected both to the international scenario and to the domestic American situation. In fact, the
impact of Watergate and the end of Nixon’s administration strongly affected the dialogue with

the Soviet Union, but especially changed the balance at the domestic and institutional level.

If most of foreign policy actions in Nixon’s first terms entailed an element of secrecy, after
Watergate the Congress was empowered to challenged President’s actions and positions, and
this strongly limited Kissinger in carrying out his policies towards the Soviet Union. In fact,
most of the obstacles in dialogue, that enraged Brezhnev, were connected to Congress decisions,
amendments, and limits posed by congressmen that opposed and strongly criticized the process

of détente itself.

Even though none of these events is the primary cause of defeat of détente, all these aspects are
linked together. Kissinger lost his power of secrecy, as everything was increasing monitored
after the scandals, and therefore the process of détente falls, as one of his main actors: Nixon.
The process of détente had many flaws and carried many limitations, but it was certainly a
crucial aspect to analyze in Nixon-Kissinger’s permanence at the White House. Nixon and Kis-
singer shaped part of American history in the few years in office. Throughout these events

Kissinger, in particular, emerged as a relevant and unique, yet controversial figure. Even after
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he left office in 1977, he remained one of the main experts in foreign policy, and continued to

write, to develop, and to elaborate his thoughts on international matters until nowadays.
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Conclusion

In the Cold War scenario the American foreign policy underwent a crucial shift, that led to the
opening of dialogue with the Soviet Union. For Kissinger the concept of stability was pivotal.
The goal is to create a stable system, in which some actors, like the US and USSR, must accept
the legitimacy of that system and respect the rules. Kissinger’s geopolitics is based equally on
equilibrium and acknowledgment of the legitimacy of the system. It is through this dual char-
acteristic of the international scenario that showed the conservatism of Kissinger’s vision of
world politics. Nixon’s administration foreign policy, and consequently the actions taken, are
based on these concepts elaborate by Kissinger. Thus, his contribution is crucial for the years
1969-1974 and continued in Ford’s administration until 1977. His positions are the develop-
ment of his theories as a scholar on international relations and foreign policy.

As a consequence, in the framework of the Cold War a new approach emerged: détente. Détente
can be understood as both an era and a strategy. In the early 1970s, the policy of reducing
military tension through negotiations and agreements with countries based on dramatically dif-
ferent ideological foundations reached its peak. Détente was a conservative policy aimed at
stabilizing a situation threatening the proper functioning of American foreign policy, especially
considering the Vietnam War and the escalation in a nuclear arms race.

The first goal of détente is to avoid war, and a legitimate bipolar order could allow posing limits
on rearmament. At the same time, this process was useful to both superpowers on other goals:
to avoid that third countries, or those under the sphere of influence of one of the two, tried to
escape their direct control. Détente was a deterrent to centrifugal tendencies and a way to keep
control of the system. To summarize, détente was necessary to guarantee order and stability,
which had always been at the center of Kissinger’s focus both as a scholar and a political figure.
Kissinger had also a crucial role in another key policy: opening to China. The process of rap-
prochement with China is considered one of the major successes of Nixon’s foreign policy. The
decision to improve the relationship with the People’s Republic of China is unprecedented and
meant the end to a more than twenty years of hostility and isolation between the two countries.
The tense relationship with the Soviet Union allowed the United States to step in, and promote
themselves as the solution to the Soviet security threat. This Chinese card, played to leverage
the Soviet Union into continuing the SALT talks, was a powerful strategy used by Kissinger
and Nixon, to reach their goal. Initially, it is possible to say that the concept of linkage, which
is a pillar of Kissinger’s strategy, worked well, giving the Americans some leverage on both

the Soviets and the Chinese.
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At the same time, Kissinger was working on SALT I and II, which have been praised as a
milestone of peaceful coexistence between Washington and Moscow. From this perspective, it
represented the essence of bilateral détente. It is thus possible to say that the changes in foreign
policy in Nixon’s first mandate, were considered quite successful. However, they had limits
and contradictions as the Vietnam war. The conflict in Vietnam was one of Nixon’s priorities
since the very beginning of his Presidency and has played a crucial role in American foreign
and domestic policy. The Vietnam War has required American efforts for years and has played
a major role both at domestic and international level. It is an issue at the core of foreign policy
for three administrations, if considering also Nixon’s and has shaped domestic consensus for
the political sphere or, as it happened it sparked strong criticism and protests among American
citizens. And in the end, was considered both a contradiction and a failure. The conflict was a
confrontation between North Vietnam, a communist country supported by Soviet Union and
China, and the South, supported by the US. In conclusion, confrontation continued through
dialogue. The confrontation between the two never stopped, and partly was due to the fact that

neither was willing to give up the fight for influence.

The lack of code of conduct based on a common interpretation was at the base of the worsening
of the relationship between the two countries. there are also other factors that contributed to the
demise of détente are several, and they are connected both to the international scenario and to
the domestic American situation. In fact, the impact of Watergate and the end of Nixon’s ad-
ministration strongly affected the dialogue with the Soviet Union, but especially changed the

balance at the domestic and institutional level.

In conclusion, as a whole, the policies that started with Nixon and Kissinger ended in failure,
but characterized the 1960s and 1970s in a way that remained in the books and it is still im-

portant to analyze and research.

Kissinger has been and still is a relevant figure, still nowadays continues to give new perspec-
tives and to participate in the international debate. He has shaped American foreign policy, and
it is difficult to compare him to any other figure in the American political scenario. He became

a crucial figure for the United States, even if controversial and contested at times, starting from
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a Jewish refugee community. From being nothing, he became the symbol of the American
dream, of the possibility to reach a high-profile figure from invisibility. And all this was possi-
ble for his wit, his intelligence and strong personality. Even his most driven critics admit that
he is a rare figure in the political scenario. During the years he has been extremely contested,
whether correctly or not it is not the aim of this elaborate to reach. But certainly, he has written

a page of American foreign policy, diplomacy, and history.
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Summary

When discussing American foreign policy at the end of the 1960s and 1970s, there is a crucial
figure to take into consideration: Henry Kissinger. He is considered the architect in Nixon’s
foreign policy, and he is the only relevant person in the Nixon’s administration to survive the
scandal that in 1974 brought the President to resign. His theories in international relations and
his views of bilateral relations shaped the foreign policy towards the Soviet Union, by opening
a dialogue on the limitation of nuclear weapons, and towards China, by starting a dialogue with

the country after years of isolationism and lack of diplomatic relations.

The aim of the following elaborate is to highlight the figure of Kissinger in American foreign
policy, and in particular his role shaped the dialogue with Soviet Union in what is considered a
relevant and debated passage in American history such as détente. The process is strongly tied
to his architect and his views, which are the product of his life. Kissinger is a figure in American
politics different from all others and his thoughts and controversialities will be at the core of

these chapters.

The following pages are the result of a careful reading of Kissinger’s memoirs and primary
sources of the events covered in the elaborate. Among the latter, a particular role was played
by FRUS documentation. On a second phase, the content of memoires and FRUS was compared
to secondary literature of the most relevant figures on the topics covered. A particular attention

was paid to Mario Del Pero, Walter Isaacson and Jussi Hanhimiki’s works.

The first chapter will focus on Kissinger’s life, background and on his views. In order to better
understand the policies that Kissinger will develop in the Nixon’s and Ford’s administrations,
it is important to first understand his thoughts and theories on international relations, history,
leadership and bilateral relations. The focus on his experiences is crucial to understand the ori-
gins of his geopolitical vision. His early years in Germany, leaving the country and becoming
a young Jewish refugee in the United States, and the experience in the army have shaped the
first ideas, that he later developed and researched as a scholar in Harvard. The second part of
the chapter will analyze his years in the academic field, and the topics and positions that were
crucial to him. These concepts, as order and stability for example, will play a crucial role in his

years in office as a National Security Advisor, and later Secretary of State.
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The second chapter is dedicated to two of the most important policies of Nixon’s first term. The
main focus will be to understand the ideas and reasons behind the process of détente, and how
this process took place. Nixon’s administration at the same time, was working to open a dia-
logue with China, in light of the strategy of triangular diplomacy. Kissinger in these two major
policies played a crucial role, not only as an architect but as a mediator and diplomat. These
policies are crucial in the context of the Cold War and meant a change in direction for American
foreign policy. One of the major achievements of the Nixon’s administration was the SALT I
(strategic arms limitation talks) agreement on the use of nuclear weapons, which will be dis-

cussed at the end of the chapter.

The third chapter, instead, is dedicated to the limits of these policies, and how they ended up
failing. The first limitation discussed is the Vietnam War, a scenario of confrontation for the
two superpowers, which continued even during the talks. The two countries, in fact, never stop
their competition for influence, and to stop their interventions in third countries was never con-
sidered in their dialogue. The Vietnam War is not the only limit of détente. There are several
aspects that contributed to the worsening of the relationship between the United States and the
Soviet Union, which are both at the international level and at the domestic one. At the domestic
level, the Watergate scandal will have a crucial impact, that will spread its consequences in
foreign policy too, affecting the bilateral relationship between the two countries. The last part

of the third chapter is focused on the demise of détente and of Nixon’s administration.

Henry Kissinger certainly played a crucial role in American foreign policy, and continued until
nowadays to participate in the debates on the international scenario. It is possible to say that he
shaped foreign policy during the Nixon and Ford presidencies, and he is a crucial figure. His
thoughts and theories in international relations were developed during his years as a student and
scholar in Harvard, but the foundation of his positions can be found in the childhood years spent
in Germany from a Jewish family, and in the years as a refugee in the United States, until he

joined the army and became a naturalized citizen.

These early years and experiences are fundamental to understand the core of his theories, which
aim at achieving order and stability in a political scenario grounded in the Cold War. His opin-
ions on bilateral relations and stability in the international scenario shaped his positions even

when he was no longer part of the academic world, but slowly became part of the political field,
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first joining the Council of Foreign Relations, and then as a National Security Advisor and

Secretary of State.

The framework in which he developed his thoughts was characterized by the Cold War and a
constant tension between the United States and Soviet Union. Kissinger believed that peace
could not be the final goal to achieve. The two countries were achieving nuclear parity and there
was a need to regulate and limit the use of nuclear armaments. This view, however, did not
exclude smaller, limited confrontations in third countries, or proxy wars. This was the only way
to achieve a balance that could be durable in time. It was no longer possible to create an inter-
national system in which the Soviet Union was excluded, or the two countries would have been
in constant tensions. The only way to achieve a balance was to create a dialogue, and a common
ground with the Soviet Union. In this way, the opponent would be legitimized into the system,
and it was possible to regulate the use of nuclear weapons, that was posing an increasingly

dangerous threat.

However, this dialogue alone was not the entire strategy developed by Kissinger and Nixon. In
fact, in this complex scenario there was an actor that they thought it was crucial to include:
China. The opening of a dialogue with China was due to many reasons. It was becoming cer-
tainly relevant in the Asian continent and it could have been a powerful tactical card to use as
leverage for the Soviet-American relationship. In fact, the two communist countries were in-
creasingly competing both because each of them believed that their way to communism was

the right one, and because they were important actors in Asia.

Due to the clashes between the two in March 1969, the United States were able to convince the
Chinese that a dialogue with the United States could counterbalance the Soviet security threat.
Thanks to these events, a Sino-American rapproachement started. At the same time, Washing-
ton started a dialogue with Moscow that will end in the SALT (strategic arms limitation talks)
agreement, signed in 1972. However promising this dialogue might have seemed, there are a
few considerations to keep in mind. This process, called détente, did not mean the end of ideo-
logical nor military confrontation between the two, which continued to clash militarily in sev-

eral conflicts, and ideologically remained unchanged.
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In fact, the process does not mean the acceptance of the other’s point of view nor giving up the
fight for supremacy. Détente meant that the two countries were trying to agree on limiting the
use of nuclear weapons, first of all to avoid a nuclear confrontation, with was mutually destruc-
tive, and secondly, to focus on domestic issues that were at the top of the two countries’ prior-
ities. On the American side, in fact, at the domestic level there were several mounting tensions
due to the Vietnam war, and on the Soviet side, Brezhnev was implementing the Brezhnev
doctrine and switching the focus to pursue a more global policy, less oriented on Europe, and

more focused on the third world countries.

However, there are several aspects of contradiction and limitations to the process of détente. As
previously mentioned, the two continued to clash, for example in the Vietnam war, which was
one of the major contradictions of the dialogue between the two. The fact that détente lacked a
code of conduct with a common interpretation, was at the same time a strength and a limit of
this process. In fact, on the one hand it allowed the countries to engage in confrontation through
third actors, but on the other, it resulted in the worsening of the relationship between the two,
and eventually in the failure of détente. When considering the worsening of US-USSR relation-

ship there are several factors to include.

One major impact is represented by the Watergate scandal and its consequences. In fact, after
the outbreak of the scandal that involved the entire Nixon’s administration excluding Kissinger,
the Congress raised challenges and doubts on the process, which did not allow Kissinger to
negotiate freely, nor to the keep the promises made to the Soviet Union. This, together with the
clashes in Third World countries that were increasing, and the threat of Soviet spread contrib-
uted to the end of détente. At the same time, a change in administration and the arrival of Pres-
ident Carter, who was much focused on human rights rather than dialogue with the Soviets,
stalled the process until it officially ended with the intervention in Afghanistan in 1979. These
policies, carried out by Kissinger and Nixon, and later by Ford, are the pillar of a change in
pace in foreign policy during the Cold War, and a new course of action taken by the Nixon’s

administration.
To conclude, in the Cold War scenario the American foreign policy underwent a crucial shift,

that led to the opening of dialogue with the Soviet Union. For Kissinger the concept of stability

was pivotal. The goal is to create a stable system, in which some actors, like the US and USSR,
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must accept the legitimacy of that system and respect the rules. Kissinger’s geopolitics is based
equally on equilibrium and acknowledgment of the legitimacy of the system. It is through this
dual characteristic of the international scenario that showed the conservatism of Kissinger’s

vision of world politics.

Nixon’s administration foreign policy, and consequently the actions taken, are based on these
concepts elaborate by Kissinger. Thus, his contribution is crucial for the years 1969-1974 and
continued in Ford’s administration until 1977. His positions are the development of his theories

as a scholar on international relations and foreign policy.

As a consequence, in the framework of the Cold War a new approach emerged: détente. Détente
can be understood as both an era and a strategy. In the early 1970s, the policy of reducing
military tension through negotiations and agreements with countries based on dramatically dif-
ferent ideological foundations reached its peak. Détente was a conservative policy aimed at
stabilizing a situation threatening the proper functioning of American foreign policy, especially

considering the Vietnam War and the escalation in a nuclear arms race.

The first goal of détente is to avoid war, and a legitimate bipolar order could allow posing limits
on rearmament. At the same time, this process was useful to both superpowers on other goals:
to avoid that third countries, or those under the sphere of influence of one of the two, tried to
escape their direct control. Détente was a deterrent to centrifugal tendencies and a way to keep
control of the system. To summarize, détente was necessary to guarantee order and stability,
which had always been at the center of Kissinger’s focus both as a scholar and a political figure.
Kissinger had also a crucial role in another key policy: opening to China. The process of rap-
prochement with China is considered one of the major successes of Nixon’s foreign policy. The
decision to improve the relationship with the People’s Republic of China is unprecedented and

meant the end to a more than twenty years of hostility and isolation between the two countries.

The tense relationship with the Soviet Union allowed the United States to step in, and promote
themselves as the solution to the Soviet security threat. This Chinese card, played to leverage
the Soviet Union into continuing the SALT talks, was a powerful strategy used by Kissinger
and Nixon, to reach their goal. Initially, it is possible to say that the concept of linkage, which

is a pillar of Kissinger’s strategy, worked well, giving the Americans some leverage on both

93



the Soviets and the Chinese. At the same time, Kissinger was working on SALT I and II, which
have been praised as a milestone of peaceful coexistence between Washington and Moscow.
From this perspective, it represented the essence of bilateral détente. It is thus possible to say
that the changes in foreign policy in Nixon’s first mandate, were considered quite successful.

However, they had limits and contradictions as the Vietnam war.

The conflict in Vietnam was one of Nixon’s priorities since the very beginning of his Presidency
and has played a crucial role in American foreign and domestic policy. The Vietnam War has
required American efforts for years and has played a major role both at domestic and interna-
tional level. It is an issue at the core of foreign policy for three administrations, if considering
also Nixon’s and has shaped domestic consensus for the political sphere or, as it happened it
sparked strong criticism and protests among American citizens. And in the end, was considered
both a contradiction and a failure. The conflict was a confrontation between North Vietnam, a

communist country supported by Soviet Union and China, and the South, supported by the US.

In conclusion, confrontation continued through dialogue. The confrontation between the two
never stopped, and partly was due to the fact that neither was willing to give up the fight for
influence. This is the result of a lack of code of conduct based on a common interpretation,
which was at the base of the worsening of the relationship between the two countries. there are
also other factors that contributed to the demise of détente are several, and they are connected
both to the international scenario and to the domestic American situation. In fact, the impact of
Watergate and the end of Nixon’s administration strongly affected the dialogue with the Soviet
Union, but especially changed the balance at the domestic and institutional level. In conclusion,
as a whole, the policies that started with Nixon and Kissinger ended in failure, but characterized
the 1960s and 1970s in a way that remained in the books and it is still important to analyze and

research.
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