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“Synergy in Paradox”: Nixon’s Policies toward China and the 
Soviet Union

By Preston Thomas, the University of  Chicago

When President Richard Nixon announced on 
July 15, 1971 that he would visit the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC), he staked both his political career and the in-
ternational reputation of the United States on a belief that 
a friendship with China was not only desirable but neces-
sary. Given Nixon’s desire for détente with the Soviet Union 
and the depth of hostility between the Soviet and Chinese 
Communist parties, the very act of opening relations with 
China engendered a high-stakes diplomatic balancing act 
on the part of the Nixon administration. Publicly, the Presi-
dent contextualized the policy of rapprochement within the 
framework of a global peace-building effort. In launching 
the China initiative, he relied on the shrewdness of his Na-
tional Security Advisor, Henry Kissinger. Ultimately, pro-
longed and frank conversations among Kissinger, Nixon, 
and Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai laid bare the US’s strate-
gic rationale for rapprochement. Several predominant Asian 
security concerns—in particular, the Vietnam War and the 
issue of Taiwan—dominated talks during Kissinger’s Octo-
ber 1971 visit to China and Nixon’s February 1972 visit. 
Nixon indeed desired to move the world toward global peace 
and the resolution of Cold War tension. Nonetheless, a sense 
of urgency stemming from security concerns in Asia, which 
Nixon hoped to resolve as quickly as possible, drove him to 
embrace China. This will be one of my main contentions and 
the way in which I shall clarify the existing historiography’s 
somewhat vague conception of the administration’s strategic 

rationale. 
Naturally, the broader conflict of the Cold War 

emerged many times during the talks, as did the two coun-
tries’ mutual fear of Soviet expansionism. Each side viewed 
the other as a welcome counterbalance to the Soviet Union, 
and Nixon undoubtedly considered a Sino-American part-
nership conducive to an eventual resolution of Cold War 
tension. Indeed, the Americans actively encouraged China to 
view the Soviets as a threat. Scholars of rapprochement have 
thus focused extensively on the role of the USSR in driving 
the initiative. For them, Nixon and Kissinger wanted to gain 
leverage over the USSR. I shall not try to refute this claim, 
but try to argue instead that Nixon and Kissinger intended 
for the Sino-American partnership to function indirectly as 
a check on Soviet expansion. The partnership was not an 
outright balance of power gambit. My archival work suggests 
that both sides downplayed the Soviet problem in favor of 
working immediately toward a resolution of tension in Asia, 
which they believed would counteract Soviet expansionism 
in the long term. 

Therefore, the Sino-American dialogue on the Asian 
security issues defined the course of rapprochement. Both 
sides shared the goal of relaxing tension, but they differed 
drastically on several questions. The American side sought 
to proceed cautiously, so as not to alienate their traditional 
allies in East Asia, while the Chinese side wanted more rapid 
change. In spite of disagreement between the two sides, the 
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Americans showed great flexibility, particularly with regard 
to the problem of Taiwan. Nixon and Kissinger, hungry for 
whatever leverage they could gain in East Asia via a PRC 
partnership, made bold promises on Taiwan, which they 
would be unable to deliver on. Amid the negotiations, there 
emerged a noticeable contrast between American flexibility 
and Chinese intransigence. The extent of American flexibil-
ity was symptomatic of the urgency underlying the initiative, 
which the current historiography does not emphasize suf-
ficiently. While the moves of rapprochement may have been 
meticulously calculated, they occurred in an atmosphere of 
political exigency, given America’s declining international 
status as well as the reelection bid that Nixon faced in 1972. 
Nixon and Kissinger had gambled far too much political 
capital on their China policy—and they placed too much 
hope in its benefits—to allow it to fail. Hence, they offered 
bold concessions on Taiwan and endured scathing Chinese 
rebukes of their policy in Indochina.

No analysis of rapprochement is complete if it does 
not take into account Nixon’s other foreign policy initiative: 
détente. The administration undertook a formidable juggling 
act by trying to improve relations with China and the Soviet 
Union simultaneously. Nixon and Kissinger sought repeat-
edly to ameliorate Soviet suspicion vis-à-vis rapprochement 
by denying that the policy had military implications and by 
stressing its bilateral orientation. Nonetheless, while seeking 
to reassure their Soviet colleagues of their malice-free inten-
tions, they plainly drew on the fledgling relationship with 
China to encourage diplomatic concessions from Moscow. 
In their minds, the incentive-based tactics of rapproche-
ment and détente complemented rather than impeded one 
another. By cultivating better relations with each side than 
the two sides had with each another—in Kissinger’s formu-
lation—the US sought to strengthen its position with re-
spect to both, hence his term “triangular diplomacy.” They 
also weakened the Soviets’ position in the US-PRC-USSR 
triangle by updating China on détente while withholding 
from the USSR information on rapprochement. Nixon tried, 
paradoxically, to advance détente by partnering with an en-
emy of the USSR. This objective factored into his overall 
rationale for rapprochement.

Ultimately, rapprochement and détente formed a 
unified whole, which produced unprecedented presidential 
visits to Beijing and Moscow. Further, these visits occurred 
within only three months of each other, and they produced 
concrete diplomatic results in addition to conciliatory rheto-
ric. The success of détente was, I shall argue, a product and 
benefit of the success of rapprochement; this important 
point is absent from the existing literature. Nixon’s victory 
abroad translated into a formidable domestic victory in the 
1972 presidential election. In evaluating rapprochement and 
détente, I shall argue that Nixon and Kissinger adapted their 
brand of realism—rooted in Kissinger’s study of nineteenth-
century Europe—to the Cold War with considerable, albeit 
short-lived, success.

	 In the years 1971 and 1972, Nixon, Kissinger, and 
their Chinese counterparts created something without his-
torical precedent: a major diplomatic partnership between 
America and a Communist country situated in opposition 
to the Soviet bloc. The partnership entailed neither a formal 
alliance nor true normalized relations. Nonetheless, each of 
these things had become a genuine possibility when Nixon 
returned from his February 1972 negotiations in Beijing. 
During the course of rapprochement’s rapid construction 
from July 1971 to February 1972, Sino-American discussions 
revolved around a simple yet profoundly vexing theme: ten-
sion in Asia stemming from the Cold War. The highly elastic 
term “tension,” which both sides employed throughout the 
talks, could mean anything from the cold war between the 
Soviet Union and China to the very hot war between the 
US and North Vietnam. The Vietnam War was anathema to 
both the US’s international status and Nixon’s chances for re-
election. Therefore, it—as I shall argue in the next section—
served as the most important immediate stimulus to the ad-
ministration’s pivot toward China, while domestic political 
turmoil and Nixon’s realist political philosophy provided the 
backdrop to the decision.

When the US and the PRC came together for talks, 
they faced formidable obstacles to rapprochement, such as 
Chinese condemnation of the Vietnam War and the US’s re-
fusal to end its alliance with Taiwan. However, the two sides 
shared a strong mutual interest in counteracting the overall 
state of affairs, no matter how much they differed on the is-
sues. Fortunately, there was one issue on which their interests 
neatly aligned: the India-Pakistan conflict. Their ability to 
work together on South Asia allowed them to compromise 
on the polarizing security problems of Vietnam and Taiwan. 
Further, their commitment to compromising for the sake of 
reducing tension in Asia propelled them both toward a mu-
tual long-term goal: the reversal of Soviet influence in Asia-
Pacific. Thus, the partnership constituted what I call an in-
direct entente against Soviet expansion, deriving its strength 
from the US and China’s mutual suspicion of the USSR.

This diplomatic gambit, bold as it was, grew out of 
political turmoil within the US and a gradual decline in the 
country’s strategic position abroad. During the year leading 
up to President Nixon’s inauguration, America found itself 
roiled by the stalemate in Indochina, the gold crisis, domes-
tic racial and student unrest, and the assassinations of Mar-
tin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy.1 In 1968, more 
American soldiers died in Vietnam than in any other year 
of the war.2 As a result, the polarization between America’s 
“hawks” and “doves” intensified, while Mao Zedong, Chair-

1	  Dominic Sandbrook, “Salesmanship and Substance: The 
Influence of Domestic Policy and Watergate,” in Nixon in the 
World: American Foreign Relations, 1969-1977, ed. Fredrik 
Logevall and Andrew Preston (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2008), 85.

2	  Schaller, The United States and China, 164.
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man of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) urged his com-
rade Hồ Chí Minh, Chairman of the Vietnamese party, to 
reject President Johnson’s request for peace talks. At the same 
time, the Chinese rebuffed Johnson’s request to engage in 
Sino-American talks.3 US-PRC rapprochement under Nixon 
cannot be considered apart from this background of do-
mestic and international crises. Given the easily foreseeable 
backlash to the policy from the pro-Taiwan Republicans—as 
well as various Democrats who wanted to be the first to open 
relations with China—Nixon trod carefully.4 Specifically, 
US-PRC relations during the first two years of his presiden-
cy consisted in subtle diplomatic overtures—largely through 
Pakistan—culminating eventually in Kissinger’s secret trip 
to China in July 1971 and an invitation for Nixon to visit 
Beijing in order to engage in high-level talks with Mao and 
Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai.5 Nixon brought the same level 
of caution to the breakthrough’s public revelation.

When Nixon informed the nation of his China ini-
tiative, he somewhat obscured his underlying motives. He 
depicted the policy as a step toward world peace rather than 
as a strategic gambit designed to contain armed conflict as 
well as Soviet influence in Asia-Pacific. At 7:31 p.m. on July 
15, 1971, he appeared live on television and radio to an-
nounce his upcoming visit to the PRC. He called the visit “a 
major development in our efforts to build a lasting peace in 
the world.”6 From the outset, then, he depicted rapproche-
ment as a farsighted policy designed to help minimize or 
eliminate Cold War tension and thereby move the world to-
ward equilibrium. In an appeal to common sense, he claimed 
that, given the sheer size and population of China, the world 
could simply not hope to achieve a “stable and enduring 
peace” without China’s participation.7 Above all, he claimed, 
he and the CCP leaders planned “to seek the normalization 
of relations between the two countries and also to exchange 
views on questions of concern to the two sides.”8 Therefore, 
he promised a genuine partnership with China without com-
mitting the US to a formal alliance or binding negotiations.  

Nixon concluded his speech by delimiting the im-
plications of rapprochement. He claimed that the US would 

3	  Ibid.
4	  Michael Schaller, “Détente and the Strategic Triangle Or, 
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accessed February 21, 2014, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/
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not pursue a relationship with China “at the expense of our 
old friends” and that the relationship “is not directed against 
any other nation.”9 In this pair of statements, he anticipated 
both uproar from the conservative wing of the Republican 
Party and an intensification of Soviet suspicion and hostil-
ity. He concluded by sharing his conviction that “all nations 
will gain from a reduction of tensions and a better relation-
ship between [the US and China]”; he ended on his hope 
that future generations would inherit peace as a legacy of 
rapprochement.10 Overall, he combined pragmatism and 
idealism in his effort to sell rapprochement to ordinary 
Americans. The foreign policy initiative would, according to 
Nixon, constitute a major step toward the resolution of the 
Cold War.
	 If Nixon offered the American citizenry an idealis-
tic, globally minded, and farsighted rationale for rapproche-
ment, his rhetoric morphed from idealism to Realpolitik 
when he spoke privately with foreign leaders, White House 
bureaucrats, and congressmen. He narrowed the focus of the 
policy from long-term “peace in the world” to more imme-
diate peace in Asia-Pacific, which he viewed as a necessary 
step to the eventual goal of world peace. In a January 1972 
conversation with Dutch Prime Minister Barend Biesheuvel, 
US Ambassador to the Netherlands J. William Middendorf, 
and US Deputy National Security Advisor Alexander Haig, 
Nixon emphasized China’s nuclear capacity and the danger 
of its becoming a superpower. In his words, “when they be-
come…a nuclear superpower,” the US will need “to be in a 
position that…we can discuss differences and not inevitably 
have a clash.”11 It is telling that Nixon used the conjunction 
“when” rather than “if ” regarding China’s becoming a su-
perpower; for him, China’s rise was not likely but inevitable. 
As he later argued to congressional leaders after his return 
from China, normalized relations “will reduce the possibil-
ity of miscalculation.”12 In his mind, the only alternative to 
normalized relations consisted in an “an inevitable road of 
suspicion and miscalculation, which could lead to war.”13 

In these private White House talks, Nixon spoke of 
his preoccupation with the current state of tension in Asia 
rather than tension on a global scale. He claimed that no 
policy of peace “in the Pacific” would succeed “without hav-
ing the Chinese a part of it.”14 Significantly, this statement 
closely mirrored a similar one in the July 15 announcement, 
except he substituted “[peace] in the Pacific” for “peace in 

9	  Ibid.
10	  Ibid.
11	  Richard M. Nixon, Nixon White House Tapes 656-10 (excerpt 
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the world” and thereby revealed the East Asian rather than 
global focus of rapprochement. He envisioned not a swift 
and decisive blow against the international power of the 
USSR but rather a solid barrier to Soviet influence in Asia-
Pacific. Containing Soviet influence there, by way of an en-
tente with China, would, in turn, indirectly contain Soviet 
expansion elsewhere. This was a subtle form of Realpolitik 
and not—as historian William Bundy claimed— “balance of 
power diplomacy at its most naked and extreme.”15

On a more basic level of international security, the 
entente was designed to prevent the US and the PRC from 
fighting each other again, as they had in the Korean War. 
Nixon’s realist approach to international relations thorough-
ly informed this objective. He bluntly stated that, following 
a direct US encounter with China in Korea and an indi-
rect one in Vietnam, he wanted no further confrontation 
between American and Chinese soldiers.16 He even claimed, 
in his discussion with congressional leaders, that had normal 
Sino-American relations existed in 1950, the US could have 
avoided a military encounter with China on the Korean Pen-
insula.17 Going into the visit to China, he hoped to discuss 
with his Chinese counterparts “their role in the Pacific and 
our role in the Pacific.”18 As he told the leaders of Congress, 
both the US and the PRC hoped “to build a structure of 
peace in the Pacific and, going beyond that, in the world.”19 
In these White House discussions, Nixon echoed his article 
“Asia After Viet Nam,” which was included in the October 
1967 issue of Foreign Affairs and which articulated his brand 
of realism. As he argued at the time, the US “cannot afford 
to leave China forever outside the family of nations… There 
is no place on this small planet for a billion of its potentially 
most able people to live in angry isolation.”20 Reportedly, 
Mao read the article in translation and told Zhou that if 
Nixon were to become president, he might reverse the US’s 
belligerent policy toward China.21 

If this hierarchy of objectives—that is, peace in Asia-
Pacific before global peace—was explicit in Nixon’s White 
House conversations, it was even more explicit in his talks 
with Zhou Enlai during his February 1972 visit to China. 
As he told the Chinese Premier, “peace in the Pacific is go-
ing to be the key to peace in the world, there being a relative 
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balance in Europe.”22 Zhou understood and agreed with this 
sentiment. As he replied to Nixon, since both the US and 
China “want to make some contribution to the relaxation 
of tensions in the world, then we should see to it first of all 
where there is a possibility for relaxation of tensions in the 
Far East.”23 As he explained, China “is not in the position to 
look into the possibility of other parts of the world; they are 
too far away from us.”24 In short, both sides engaged in talks 
with a view to mitigating Cold War tension in Asia-Pacific 
rather than in the whole word. As we will see, both sides 
were eager to gain a partner in their mutual struggle against 
the Soviet Union, but neither sought direct confrontation. 
Instead, they hoped to contain Soviet influence by working 
out among themselves a structure of equilibrium in Asia. In-
sofar as rapprochement constituted an anti-Soviet entente, it 
functioned as an indirect rather than direct weapon against 
Soviet expansion. This structure was a corollary to Nixon’s 
Guam Doctrine, which called for a reduction of US troops 
in Asia and greater self-reliance on the part of America’s al-
lies. If the US were to retrench its military presence in Asia, 
China could serve as a guarantor against Soviet efforts to fill 
the void.25 

Sino-American exchanges, both during Nixon’s visit 
and during the preceding year, suggest that both sides viewed 
their fledgling partnership as an indirect entente. Early de-
liberations between the two sides centered on the India-Pak-
istan conflict, which produced the war of December 1971. 
As we will see, the Indian subcontinent became a prime ex-
ample of the indirect entente in action. The conflict served as 
an important stimulus to the opening of diplomatic talks be-
tween the US and China. As mutual friends of Pakistan, the 
two countries communicated indirectly through Pakistani 
channels from 1969 to 1971.26 The success of the Pakistani 
channel, and Pakistani President Yahya Khan’s willingness to 
vouch for the US, enabled Kissinger to make his short, secret 
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visit to China in July 1971.27 That visit served primarily as a 
means for Kissinger and Zhou to become acquainted. They 
quickly learned how difficult it would be to agree on secu-
rity issues. For instance, in their first meeting, they spent a 
considerable amount of time discussing the status of Taiwan 
without reaching any agreement, beyond Kissinger’s willing-
ness to declare that the US “is not advocating a ‘two Chinas 
solution’ or a ‘one China, one Taiwan’ solution.”28 While this 
visit produced little in the way of consensus, it was nonethe-
less crucial in the consolidation of formal contact between 
the two countries. In August 1971, Kissinger secured a per-
manent and direct channel of communication with China, 
by way of Chinese ambassador Huang Zhen in Paris.29 

Given that Pakistan had proved crucial in bringing 
the two countries together in the first place, Kissinger and 
Huang preoccupied themselves with the India-Pakistan con-
flict when they sat down in Paris. Kissinger assured Huang 
that, although the US would probably be unable to continue 
supplying military aid to Pakistan—due to the pro-Indian 
Democratic Party’s control of the United States Congress—
the US would nonetheless be able and willing to cut off eco-
nomic aid to India in the event that it pursued military ac-
tion against Pakistan.30 He affirmed that the US would not 
be drawn by India into the political future of East Pakistan. 
On the contrary, it would allow the Pakistanis to resolve the 
issue for themselves. Moreover, the US would coordinate the 
supply of food and emergency aid to East Pakistan “so as to 
deprive India of any pretext for intervention.”31 Kissinger’s 
brief exposé of US policy on the India-Pakistan conflict con-
firmed the US’s commitment to Pakistan’s sovereignty and 
territorial integrity. The importance of a firm American com-
mitment on Pakistan stemmed from China’s overall isola-
tion; in August 1971, Pakistan was the PRC’s only friendly 
neighbor.32 As Nixon wrote in his memoir, “If we failed to 
help Pakistan, then Iran or any other country within the 
reach of Soviet influence might begin to question the de-
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pendability of American support.”33 Nixon quotes Kissinger 
as having said, “We don’t really have any choice. We can’t 
allow a friend of ours and China’s to get screwed in a conflict 
with a friend of Russia’s.”34

Kissinger intimated to Huang that the US would 
not only tolerate but also support an active Chinese role in 
the resolution of the conflict. Specifically, he told Huang 
that, although the US could not supply Pakistan with mili-
tary aid, “we understand if other friends of Pakistan will give 
them the equipment they need.”35 He also called for China 
to exert greater influence over Pakistani policy, because the 
Pakistani government was, by US reckoning, “honorable 
but…not very imaginative in psychology and in its political 
strategy.”36 He urged China to do anything in its power “to 
encourage [the Pakistani government] to be imaginative so as 
to make it possible for the return of the refugees to a maxi-
mum extent.”37 Implicitly, the US viewed the PRC as reason-
ably competent in regard to political strategy at the regional 
international level. In offering official US approval of a more 
active Chinese role on the Indian subcontinent, Kissinger 
shrewdly conveyed to the Chinese that the Americans would 
regard them as equal partners in the arena of international 
politics. One week after the Indo-Pakistani War broke out 
in December 1971, he bluntly called for Chinese military 
assistance to Pakistan.38 In the process, he betrayed the US’s 
desire for China to do what the US plainly could not. Over-
all, in advocating a greater Chinese role in the India-Pakistan 
conflict, Kissinger designated the Indian subcontinent as the 
first theater of the US and China’s new indirect entente. 
Protecting Pakistan from the USSR’s friend India was tanta-
mount, in Nixon and Kissinger’s mind, to averting a stronger 
Soviet foothold in Asia. The logic of the indirect entente had 
come forcefully into play.

The idea of an indirect coalition against Soviet ex-
pansionism was not merely implicit in the Sino-American 
exchanges. The two sides would discuss explicitly and at 
length the threat of the Soviet Union. Shortly before arriv-
ing in China, Nixon wrote himself a note asking, “How can 
we work together?” Under that heading, the first item he 
penned was: “Your opponents are ours.”39 In another note, 
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he declared that the US and China needed to work together 
to “Maintain [a] balance of power” and “Restrain [Soviet] 
expansion.”40 Kissinger, to strengthen the Chinese lead-
ers’ impression of American confidence in them, informed 
Huang of the US’s willingness to cooperate on the problem 
of Soviet expansion. He promised in Paris to keep Huang 
thoroughly informed of any and all developments in Soviet-
American relations.41 To prove his sincerity, he listed in de-
tail the provisions of a recent Soviet-American agreement on 
protocols for the avoidance of accidental war and promised 
that the US would sign an identical agreement with the PRC 
if it so desired.42 While he was committing himself to provid-
ing China with information on the Soviets, he had recently 
denied—or so he told Huang—a Soviet request for informa-
tion on China.43 When writing to President Nixon about the 
meeting with Huang, Kissinger explicitly stated his motiva-
tion in giving the Chinese information about the USSR. By 
“keeping the Chinese informed on all significant subjects of 
concern to them,” the US was giving the PRC “an additional 
stake in nurturing our new relationship.”44 In other words, 
he sought to foster Chinese cooperation by rewarding China 
with intelligence on the Soviet Union. His willingness to do 
so gives some indication of the sense of urgency driving rap-
prochement. Kissinger presumably knew that sharing Soviet 
secrets with the Chinese could have sour repercussions for 
Soviet-American relations. However, those repercussions 
were outweighed in his mind by potential gains from the 
US’s partnership with China, which he sought to consolidate 
as quickly as possible without upsetting traditional alliances 
held by the US in Asia. 

Kissinger would persist in the tactic of sharing So-
viet information throughout the course of rapprochement. 
By the time of Nixon’s visit, he would in fact be deliver-
ing to high-ranking PRC military officials a detailed report 
of Soviet forces arrayed along the Sino-Soviet border.45 His 
conversation with Huang embodied a more general strategy 
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of fostering Chinese suspicion of the Soviet Union. As he de-
clared to Huang, the Soviets wanted to convey to the world 
“that they can outmaneuver the People’s Republic of China 
by seeming to come much closer to us because they can offer 
us much more”; he assured Huang that the US would not be 
fooled by the Soviets’ advances.46 Nonetheless, in depicting 
Soviet strategy in that manner, Kissinger plainly exploited 
the PRC’s already great suspicion of the Soviet Union. As he 
told Zhou Enlai in October 1971, he believed that the USSR 
had come fairly easily to an agreement with the US, Brit-
ain, and France on Berlin in the preceding month because 
it “has a great desire to free itself in Europe so that it can 
concentrate on other areas.”47 The implication was clear: The 
Soviets were shifting their gaze eastward. When Nixon ar-
rived in China, he assured Zhou that “the US would oppose 
any attempt by the Soviet Union to engage in an aggressive 
action against China.”48 Zhou, for his part, did not feign 
indifference to the threat of Soviet expansion in East Asia. 
For instance, he argued to Kissinger that China could not 
convey to the world a desire to lessen its role in Vietnam, for 
doing so would only invite the Soviets to “stick their hands 
into [Indochina].”49    

Because Nixon and Kissinger sought to foster Chi-
nese suspicion of the Soviet Union, one could infer that 
Nixon’s rationale for rapprochement consisted primarily in 
constructing a Sino-American alliance directed against the 
USSR. However, subsequent talks between Kissinger and 
Zhou epitomized the true goal of the initiative: to work to-
ward the resolution of security issues in Asia and thereby 
counteract Soviet expansionism indirectly. Implicit in Nix-
on’s focus on peace in the Pacific was a notion that contin-
ued tension in Asia would allow the USSR to gain more and 
more influence in the Pacific and thus the world as a whole. 
The Chinese, for their part, also envisioned rapprochement 
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as a means of reducing tension in Asia-Pacific to counter-
act Soviet influence. As we saw earlier, Zhou bluntly told 
Nixon that the PRC was “not in the position to look into…
other parts of the world.”50 Hence, the PRC did not seek to 
become the US’s partner in resolving conflicts and tension 
throughout the whole world. Both sides wanted to focus on 
Asia and avert Soviet influence there via their partnership.

The Sino-American talks on East Asian security is-
sues underscored the way in which Nixon and Kissinger 
envisioned the indirect entente operating as a guarantor of 
stability in Asia. Two issues came to the fore: Vietnam and 
Taiwan. Because the Vietnam War was undermining both 
America’s international status and Nixon’s political survival, 
the President came to China determined to receive Chinese 
help in negotiating an end to the war. The Chinese, on the 
other hand, wanted the war to cease because they viewed 
it as an opportunity for the Soviets to gain more influence 
in Asia. In return for Chinese help in Vietnam, Nixon was 
willing to offer significant concessions on Taiwan, which the 
PRC sought to incorporate into a political union with the 
Chinese mainland. Given the delicate situation stemming 
from the Taiwan lobby in US politics, Nixon knew that he 
could not go too far in his formal—that is, publically pro-
claimed—promises on this issue. He could not raise doubts 
over American commitment to the island’s independence. 
Nonetheless, he strongly insinuated to Mao that he would 
reorient, in a covert manner, US policy toward reunification 
between Taiwan and the mainland. 

Overall, Vietnam and Taiwan constituted the two 
most important issues at stake because they were, in the eyes 
of both parties, major sources of tension and major obsta-
cles to their purpose of banding together to impose a check 
on Soviet expansion. The US’s ongoing alliances with an-
ticommunist countries in Asia-Pacific served to complicate 
the talks. In particular, China’s fear of Japanese military ex-
pansion and its dissatisfaction with the status quo in Korea 
factored significantly into the negotiations. The Chinese, in 
occasionally rebuking their American interlocutors for past 
and present US policies in Taiwan, Vietnam, and elsewhere, 
revealed the more intransigent, dogmatic perspective that 
they brought to the negotiations. The Americans’ toleration 
of these rebukes revealed their dogged determination to see 
the talks through to a successful end, even at the cost of in-
dulging the CCP leaders’ prides.

In October 1971, Kissinger visited China for the 
second time. In contrast to his previous visit, he and Zhou 
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worked diligently to produce a list of security resolutions 
that the Chinese and Americans could agree upon; they 
drafted a preliminary version of what later became known 
as the Shanghai Communiqué. Scholars have depicted the 
drafting of the communiqué as the major crucible of rap-
prochement.51 Both sides knew that they would never reach 
full agreement on the issues at hand, but each side needed to 
state its own position in words acceptable to the other side. 
If they failed in this task, they would fail to create a lasting 
partnership. The Kissinger-Zhou talks and the communiqué 
centered on six major security issues, which Zhou listed as 
the most important obstacles to stability in Asia: Taiwan’s 
status, the ongoing war in Indochina, the potential for a re-
newed conflict on the Korean Peninsula, the revitalization of 
Japan, the India-Pakistan conflict, and the growth of the So-
viet military threat.52 Zhou described Taiwan’s status as “the 
crucial issue with regard to the seeking of normalization [of 
relations] between…China and the US”; on the other hand, 
he called the war in Indochina “the most urgent issue to be 
resolved to relax tension in the Far East.”53 Here, Zhou laid 
out the trajectory for the exchanges.

This conversation of October 20, 1971—the first of 
Kissinger’s second visit to China—did more than enumerate 
the issues. It also hinted at what the US feared regarding the 
international repercussions of rapprochement. As Kissinger 
stated, “it would be shortsighted if either side tried to use 
this normalization to end alliances on the other side”; he 
explained to Zhou that, if either side pursued such a poli-
cy, “everyone will…withdraw back into the rigidity that we 
are attempting to escape.”54 In short, he promised that the 
US would not disrupt China’s relationships with its tradi-
tional allies, and he implicitly urged China not to disrupt 
the US’s relationships with its allies. Zhou immediately dis-
cerned the underlying implication of Kissinger’s statement. 
Although the American claimed that he was not speaking of 
Taiwan, Zhou bluntly replied, “I thought you were trying to 
bring in subtly the question of Taiwan.”55 This conversation 
embodied a general theme in the Sino-American dialogue: 
American cautiousness versus the Chinese desire for radical 
change. The US, as Nixon had suggested in his televised an-
nouncement from July 15, 1971, did not want to abandon 
its long held alliances with various anticommunist clients in 
Asia, among them Taiwan and South Vietnam. The Chinese, 
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however, feared that the US, in maintaining those alliances, 
was avoiding a firm commitment to the new partnership. 
As Zhou insisted, in order for rapprochement to succeed, 
the Americans needed to accept changes in international 
politics. He asked Kissinger rhetorically, “If all of the old 
relations remained unchanged, how can we say we are wel-
coming in a new era?”56 Implicitly, if the US wanted Chinese 
help in negotiating a settlement with North Vietnam, then 
the US had better be willing to help China reclaim Taiwan 
and avert the potential threat of Japan.

Zhou only grew more and more firm on this point 
as his conversations with Kissinger progressed. Tension stem-
ming from old alliances reached its apogee on October 24, 
the day on which the two men began debating in greater 
detail the content of their communiqué. Zhou chastised 
Kissinger for clinging to anticommunist regimes in East 
Asia. As he said, “there will be no hope of easing tension” 
so long as the US supports such regimes because they “want 
to oppress the people where they are and expand to other 
regions.”57 Zhou then posed a question: “shall this genera-
tion of peace be based on hopes for the future or on [Amer-
ica’s] old friends? This is a fundamental difference between 
us.”58 Kissinger, in responding to Zhou’s criticism, spoke 
with greater firmness than was his custom. The tone of his 
response signaled that the urgency of the American initiative 
in China was tempered by the Americans’ caution vis-à-vis 
the delicacy of traditional alliances. As Kissinger stated, “it 
is not acceptable for us to be told that we must give up im-
mediately all old friends.”59 He clarified that the US “does 
not give [its clients] a veto over our policies, and we will 
not maintain them against the forces of history.”60 Here, 
Kissinger ironically drew on Marxist rhetoric in formulat-
ing a retort to Zhou. While the US would not “maintain [its 
clients] against the forces of history”—that is, it would not 
keep them in power if democratic forces overthrew them—it 
would also not abandon them at China’s behest.

When the subject of old friends had arisen, Kiss-
inger slipped in a request for help in dealing with North 
Vietnam and North Korea. In the process, he betrayed the 
exigency underlying the American initiative in China. He 
implored Zhou to provide the PRC’s friends with “some 
personal advice…at least with respect to your judgment of 
our sincerity.”61 For Nixon, who faced an imminent bid for 
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reelection as President, Chinese assistance in Vietnam domi-
nated his diplomatic wish list. In a personal note to himself 
that echoed a conversation between Kissinger and Zhou, 
he listed the two issues upon which rapprochement would 
hinge: “1. Taiwan–most crucial 2. V. Nam–most urgent.”62 
In another handwritten note, he clarified the implication of 
labeling Taiwan “most crucial” and Vietnam “most urgent”:

Taiwan = Vietnam = trade off
1.	 Your people expect action on Taiwan.
2.	 Our people expect action on Vietnam.

Neither can act immediately—But both are inevi-
table—Let us not embarrass each other.63

On the occasion of Kissinger’s first visit to China 
in July 1971, he had introduced the idea of this bargain. As 
Kissinger told Zhou, “two-thirds of [American] forces in Tai-
wan [are] linked to the war [in Vietnam] and their removal 
would depend on an end of the conflict.”64 He also stated, 
“an end to the war would accelerate the improvement in our 
relationship.”65 Implicitly, the sooner China delivered assis-
tance in Vietnam, the sooner the US would commit itself 
to averting Soviet aggression against China and to pursuing 
action on Taiwan. Nixon himself expressed to Zhou his wish 
for such assistance on the second day of his visit to China. 
Although he did not expect help from the PRC, he said, “we 
of course would welcome any moves, any influence to get 
negotiations [with North Vietnam].”66 Prior to the meeting, 
Nixon had scrawled onto a memorandum from Kissinger 
four of his own reasons that he could supply to the Chinese 
as to why they should cooperate:

1.	 Helps on Taiwan troop removal
2.	 Reduces Soviet hand there
3.	 Reduces irritant to our relations
4.	 Gets us out–gives them [the Vietnamese Commu-

nists] a fair chance.67

The Americans’ requests with respect to Vietnam betrayed 
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the uncomfortable position in which they found themselves. 
They sought to maintain alliances with anticommunist cli-
ents, while persuading communist states in the region to ac-
cept a negotiated peace. Hence, they longed for the leverage 
over North Vietnam that a friendship with the PRC could 
provide, but they faced the obstacle of Chinese resentment 
of their traditional allies, above all Taiwan.

Firm though Kissinger may have been when Zhou 
brought up the problem of the US’s “old friends,” Kissing-
er and Nixon knew that they would not succeed without 
providing major concessions to the Chinese. Fully aware of 
China’s fear of Japan, Kissinger promised that the US would 
oppose Japan’s nuclear rearmament, limit its traditional re-
armament, and “oppose the extension of Japanese military 
power to Taiwan, Korea, and elsewhere.”68 Nixon, en route 
to China, pondered the issue of Japan and how to explain 
to Zhou Japan’s inclusion under the United States’ nuclear 
umbrella. In his notes, he wrote:

Best to provide nuclear shield–
1.	 To keep Japan from building its own.
2.	 To have influence for U.S.

We oppose Japan “stretching out its hands” to Ko-
rea, Taiwan, Indochina.69

Nixon closely reproduced this line of argument in his actual 
conversation with Zhou.70 

On the problem of Korea, Kissinger expressed a de-
sire that the US and China work together to maintain stabil-
ity on the peninsula. He stated that American recognition of 
North Korea could be adopted as “an objective but not as an 
immediate policy” and that the US government was “study-
ing” the problem of the United Nations Commission for 
the Unification and Rehabilitation of Korea (UNCURK).71 
Zhou bluntly told Nixon on February 23 that China wished 
to see UNCURK abolished.72 Regarding the upcoming elec-
tion of the United Nations Secretary General, Kissinger stat-
ed that, if China objected to any particular candidate and 
informed the US of its objection, “we will take it very seri-
ously into account.”73 Though Nixon and Kissinger sought 
Chinese help in the failing Vietnam peace negotiations, they 
refused to step down in Indochina so long as North Vietnam 
remained obstinate. As Kissinger informed Zhou, “we have 
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made our last offer [to Hanoi]. We cannot go further than 
we have gone…it is they who owe us an answer.”74 Nonethe-
less, the fact of an American request for Chinese assistance 
marked a mild form of concession. In asking for whatever 
help the PRC was willing to provide, the Americans had ac-
knowledged China’s strong influence over Southeast Asia.

During both the Kissinger visit of October 1971 and 
the Nixon-Kissinger visit of February 1972, the issue of Tai-
wan pervaded discussions. Therefore, much of the remainder 
of this section will focus on how and why the US and China 
struggled to formulate mutually agreeable positions on Tai-
wan’s status and America’s military presence on the island. 
Failure to reach any concrete agreement would have resulted 
in rapprochement’s collapse. All that the two sides had hoped 
to gain from the initiative would have rapidly disappeared, 
and the Soviets would thus have gained greater freedom—
according to Nixon and Kissinger’s reasoning—to intensify 
their presence in Asia. Therefore, the Americans did their 
utmost to satisfy the Chinese on Taiwan. Zhou regarded the 
island’s status as the issue with the most serious implications 
for the normalization of Sino-American relations. Though 
he claimed that the PRC could wait a few years for a solu-
tion, he bluntly told Kissinger, “If it is not solved, there is 
no possibility of the normalization of relations [between the 
US and China].”75 Recognizing the importance of satisfying 
the PRC on this issue, Nixon promised through Kissinger 
to withdraw a large contingent of American forces from Tai-
wan after the peaceful resolution of the Vietnam War. He 
also promised to reduce the remaining forces progressively 
over a longer period of time; withdrawal would accelerate, 
he claimed, if the improvement of Sino-American relations 
proceeded apace.76 Thus, Nixon shrewdly encouraged Chi-
nese help in negotiating a settlement with North Vietnam. 
Regarding the actual status of Taiwan, Kissinger told Zhou 
that the US would attempt “to encourage a solution within 
a framework of one China and by peaceful means.”77 Finally, 
because Zhou greatly feared a Taiwanese-Japanese military 
alliance directed against China, Kissinger assured him that 
the US would oppose Japanese military forces on Taiwan and 
Japanese support for Taiwanese independence.78 

The trouble for Nixon and Kissinger lay in proving 
the sincerity of their promises. As both men told Zhou, they 
could not afford to alienate the staunchly pro-Taiwan con-
servative wing of the Republican Party, particularly when 
Nixon faced the challenge of a new presidential election 

74	  Ibid., 14.
75	  Memcon, Kissinger and Zhou, “General Philosophy and 

Principles, Communique,” 24 October 1971, 10:28-1:55 PM, 
16.

76	  Memcon, Kissinger and Zhou, “UN and Indochina,” 4:42-
7:17 PM, 13, accessed February 23, 2014, http://www2.gwu.
edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB70/doc12.pdf.

77	  Ibid., 28.
78	  Ibid., 20.



37

the following autumn.79 As Nixon told Zhou, “The prob-
lem here, Mr. Prime Minister, is not in what we are going 
to do…[but] what we are going to say about it...my record 
shows I always do more than I can say.”80 He expressed the 
same sentiment to Mao during their sit-down: “You will find 
I never say something I cannot do. And I will always do more 
than I can say.”81 Regarding the formulation of the Taiwan 
issue in the communiqué, Nixon warned Zhou, “what we say 
here may make it impossible for me to deliver on what I can 
do.”82 In short, Nixon staked the entire negotiation process 
on Zhou’s willingness to believe in his sincerity.

The formulation that appeared in the final commu-
niqué reflected Nixon’s caution. The Americans went no fur-
ther than acknowledging, “all Chinese on either side of the 
Taiwan Strait maintain that there is but one China and that 
Taiwan is a part of China”; the US, the authors continued, 
“does not challenge that position” and it “reaffirms its inter-
est in a peaceful settlement of the Taiwan question by the 
Chinese themselves.”83 The authors did in fact commit the 
US to the withdrawal plan outlined by Kissinger to Zhou.84 
Overall, without major concessions on Taiwan, Nixon could 
not have hoped to bring rapprochement to fruition. Unfor-
tunately for the Chinese and in spite of Nixon’s reassurances, 
the President had promised more than he could deliver on. 
He would be unable to achieve withdrawal, much less pro-
vide a plan for the reunification of China and Taiwan, before 
resigning from the presidency on August 9, 1974.85 Given 
how much effort he invested in China during his first term, 
he likely would have done everything in his power to con-
solidate rapprochement had his second term been fulfilled.

Also, given how much political capital Nixon had 
invested in China, a deep sense of urgency and a genuine 
hope for the success of rapprochement impelled his prom-
ises. That same combination of urgency and hope led the 
Americans to endure the other side’s insults and ambivalent 
attitude toward the negotiations. Throughout the course of 
the discussions, the Americans struggled against the ide-
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ology and skepticism of the CCP leaders, who remained 
embroiled in the tension, uncertainty, and factional rival-
ries unleashed by Mao’s Cultural Revolution.86 In fact, two 
prominent cliques surrounding Vice Chairman Lin Biao and 
Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, actively sought to undermine Zhou’s 
standing in the Party and oppose rapprochement; thanks 
to Mao’s support for Zhou, these cliques failed to alter the 
course of rapprochement in any significant way.87 Mao’s stra-
tegic commitment to a “horizontal line” of defense against 
the Soviet Union—stretching from the Far East through Eu-
rope and to the United States—ultimately prevailed over op-
position within the Party.88 Nonetheless, the Americans still 
needed to overcome a fair amount of suspicion from Mao 
and Zhou themselves. As we have seen, Nixon and Kissinger 
both stressed that they would be able to do more about Tai-
wan than they could say in the Shanghai Communiqué, and 
Kissinger had promised that the US would not “maintain [its 
anticommunist allies] against the forces of history.”89 

While the Americans offered these subtle gestures of 
concession and withheld explicit criticism of Chinese policy 
in East Asia, the Chinese rebuked the Americans over Viet-
nam. Zhou refused to respond directly either way when Nix-
on and Kissinger asked for whatever aid China could provide 
in negotiating a peace with North Vietnam.90 Additionally, 
Zhou severely berated the American Deputy National Se-
curity Advisor Alexander Haig—who had personally com-
manded an American battalion in Vietnam—when Haig 
visited China a month before Nixon’s arrival. The recent 
intensification of US bombing in Vietnam had, Zhou said, 
“increased the Soviet influence and tension in this area.”91 
Zhou grew even more confrontational on his second day of 
conversations with Haig: “The self-justification by the Unit-
ed States is utterly untenable…your excuses will not carry 
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over with the people of the world”; moreover, he explained 
to Haig that the PRC would be satisfied only by a complete 
American withdrawal from Indochina.92 He had intimated 
this demand to Kissinger in a biting tone back in October: 
If the US failed to negotiate a final withdrawal date, he said, 
“It will be detrimental to the President’s visit to China.”93 
Zhou’s sense of indignant self-righteousness would be com-
pounded by his later threat regarding the Taiwan issue: “If it 
is not solved, there is no possibility of the normalization of 
relations.”94 Zhou openly expressed his ambivalence toward 
the negotiations when he stated to American reporters that 
everything would be fine whether or not rapprochement suc-
ceeded.95 After hearing this statement, Kissinger told Zhou, 
“We do not agree fully because we think it is in the interest 
of humanity for [rapprochement] to succeed. But our inter-
est must be mutual.”96 Zhou replied, “I did not say it would 
be good or fine if it failed… You have to be prepared for 
[failure].”97 Overall, this brief exchange captured the conflict 
between the American leaders’ ardent desire to realize the 
partnership and the Chinese leaders’ skepticism of it. This 
skepticism likely intensified the Americans’ effort to prove 
their sincerity, in part by tolerating harsh criticism. 

No one exemplified Chinese ambivalence toward 
rapprochement more than Mao. His attitude indicated that 
rapprochement was hardly a foregone conclusion; rather, its 
success depended fully upon the lengths to which Nixon was 
willing to go in making promises on Taiwan. This was es-
pecially true given that Zhou, the major Chinese architect 
of rapprochement, was unwavering in his loyalty to Mao.98 
The Chairman expressed disdain for Nixon in his private 
discussions with Zhou. For him, the Americans needed the 
Sino-American partnership more badly than did the Chi-
nese—presumably because of the declining American posi-
tion amid the turmoil of Vietnam—and he thus exercised 
less diplomatic restraint than his Premier; Zhou was always 
the far more tactful diplomat. When Zhou relayed Nixon’s 
concern about pro-Taiwan forces in the US Congress, Mao 
scoffed, “Nixon can’t even be the leader of the US. How can 
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he talk about being a world leader?”99 Further, Mao fully en-
dorsed Zhou’s verbal attack on Alexander Haig. After Zhou 
presented Mao with a draft of his response to Haig, Mao 
said, “Good. I think we can tell him this…the worst thing 
that could happen would be that the visit is cancelled… In 
my opinion, in a few years [Nixon] will come after all.”100 

In short, Mao simply did not care if the Americans, 
alienated by insults and remonstrations, terminated nego-
tiations with the PRC. He viewed them as too vulnerable 
to abandon the negotiations. His attitude contradicted Kiss-
inger’s assessment, in a letter to Nixon, that the Chinese side 
“needs the visit as much as we do.”101 In general, Mao refused 
to yield on the PRC’s commitment to world revolution. His 
influence on the Chinese statement in the final Shanghai 
Communiqué reflected this ideological rigidity. Zhou, in 
a meeting with Kissinger, had offered to temper the Marx-
ist language of the Chinese section by changing the phrase 
“the people want revolution” to “the people want progress”; 
Kissinger instantly acceded to this revision, seemingly with 
relief.102 Nonetheless, Mao later commanded Zhou to undo 
the revision: “Revolution is exactly what [the Americans] fear. 
The more they fear it, the more we need to mention it.”103 
In the end, Mao’s wish prevailed. The Chinese section of the 
final communiqué, which the US and the PRC jointly pro-
claimed to the world, declared, “Wherever there is oppres-
sion, there is resistance…the people want revolution.”104 The 
Americans, having gambled such an extraordinary amount 
of political capital on China, endured the Marxist dogma. 
They did their best to satisfy the Chinese on Taiwan and the 
language of the communiqué; in the process, they betrayed 
the urgency of their need for a diplomatic victory in China. 
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Overall, rapprochement emanated from hardheaded 
realism. The policy rested on Nixon’s conviction that peace 
in the Pacific would be the necessary first step toward peace 
in the world. The PRC, as the world’s most populous nation 
and a future nuclear power, played an indispensable role in 
this vision. The Sino-Soviet split and China’s subsequent in-
ternational isolation, as well as the mutual friendship with 
Pakistan, had laid the basis for contact. Nixon and Kissinger 
believed that they could convince the Chinese of rapproche-
ment’s potential benefit for the PRC, specifically a chance 
to gain concessions on Taiwan. For both the Americans and 
the Chinese, rapprochement provided a new partner in the 
global struggle against the Soviet Union, though neither side 
viewed the policy as an offensive gambit against the USSR. 
Instead of tackling the Soviet problem directly, the US and 
the PRC hoped to work immediately to resolve tension in 
Asia-Pacific. This resolution of tension would, they believed, 
contain Soviet expansionism in the long term. Further, the 
US sought with great urgency to establish Sino-American 
relations in order to gain an advantage in extricating itself 
from Vietnam. Hence, Nixon flew 7,000 miles to broker a 
deal with the CCP leadership.

Given the significance of the USSR in Sino-Amer-
ican discussions—as we have seen—and the significance 
of China in Soviet-American discussions—as we will see 
soon—neither rapprochement nor détente can be viewed in 
isolation from the other. On the contrary, détente factored 
indispensably into the strategic rationale for rapprochement; 
one could also say the reverse. Though Nixon and Kissinger 
intentionally aroused Soviet fear via their pivot toward Chi-
na, they counted on that fear to accelerate the progress of 
Soviet-American talks on nuclear arms control and various 
other issues. Both rapprochement and détente were chock-
full of paradoxes, as was the fact of their simultaneity. The 
former entailed the US’s moving toward China while stay-
ing close to “old friends” whom China regarded as deadly 
enemies. Détente involved bilateral negotiations with a rival 
superpower that Nixon wished to contain. The US needed to 
convey to China that, although it was pursuing negotiations 
with the USSR, it was serious about the Sino-American part-
nership. It likewise needed to convey to the Soviet Union 
that, although it was pursuing a Sino-American partnership, 
it was serious about pursuing SALT and other bilateral ne-
gotiations. The remainder of this essay will explain how and 
why the Nixon administration walked this diplomatic tight-
rope as well as assess the efficacy of its performance.

Although the progress of rapprochement in 1971 
and 1972—from Kissinger’s visit in July to Nixon’s visit 
the following February—represented a great diplomatic 
achievement for the administration, it also threatened the 
viability of détente. I shall argue that Nixon not only made 
rapprochement compatible with détente but also drew on 
the former to energize the latter. To this end, I shall discuss 
the American effort to assuage Soviet suspicion over rap-

prochement, which did not stop Nixon and Kissinger from 
occasionally playing the “China card” in their discussions 
with Soviet leaders.105 They further undermined the USSR’s 
bargaining position within the US-PRC-USSR triangle by 
creating an asymmetry of information between the PRC and 
the USSR. In short, they told the Chinese more about dé-
tente than they told the Soviets about rapprochement. Even 
so, they needed to continuously declare to the Chinese that 
they valued rapprochement over détente. When Nixon be-
came president in 1969, he had already visited the USSR 
and spoken with Soviet leaders on three separate occasions, 
once as Vice President and twice as a private citizen. On the 
basis of this experience, he believed that—while the Soviet 
Union had largely closed the gap between the two superpow-
ers’ military arsenals—the US remained in a strong bargain-
ing position vis-à-vis the Soviets, if only the two could be 
brought to negotiate with one another on major issues.106 

After July 15, 1971—the date on which he an-
nounced his China trip—the difficulty for him consisted in 
reconciling Sino-American negotiations with Soviet-Ameri-
can ones. The announcement could have been fraught with 
fatal implications for détente. After all, hostility between the 
two Communist powers, rooted in their ideological dispute 
and diplomatic rupture in the early 1960s, ran deep. It start-
ed as a series of rhetorical attacks during the time of Nikita 
Khrushchev’s leadership in Moscow. Each country consid-
ered the other to be “revisionist” or not truly Marxist-Lenin-
ist. What had begun as merely a rhetorical battle eventually 
became a physical one. Chinese and Soviet military units 
patrolling the border between the two countries sporadically 
attacked one another from March to September 1969 be-
fore the two sides negotiated a truce.107 Lingering hostility 
nonetheless posed an obstacle to Nixon’s effort to improve 
relations with both countries simultaneously.

Moreover, just as there was disagreement within the 
Chinese Politburo over the merits of rapprochement, there 
was also disagreement within the Soviet Politburo over dé-
tente. Leonid Brezhnev, General Secretary of the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), found himself defending 
the policy before his colleagues at the 24th Soviet Party Con-
gress on March 30, 1971 and a CPSU Central Committee 
meeting on May 19, 1972. During the latter, he argued that 
détente was the best means for the USSR to circumvent the 
threat of Sino-American rapprochement.108 This assertion 
by Brezhnev encapsulates the overall argument of this sec-
tion: Nixon and Kissinger, in pursuing the China initiative, 
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provided an enormous incentive for the Soviets to quicken 
the pace of détente. As we will see, the prospect of greater 
Soviet-American trade and of a European security confer-
ence, which would guarantee the USSR’s hold on Eastern 
Europe, served as positive incentives or carrots that balanced 
out the prospective stick of a Sino-American alliance. The 
Soviets’ response to this maneuvering proved to be one of 
the greatest political dividends of rapprochement. They did 
indeed quicken the pace of détente after Nixon announced 
his China trip, thereby playing directly into Nixon and Kiss-
inger’s game of Realpolitik. Though the Soviets were more or 
less following a path laid out for them by the Americans, the 
logic was sound on their end. After all, if mutual fear and 
suspicion between the US and USSR could be drastically 
reduced, the US would have much less of an incentive to 
develop its partnership with China. The Americans skillfully 
manipulated the Soviets into trying to manipulate US policy 
according to this logic. In short, the success of the Moscow 
summit in May 1972 constituted one of the major political 
victories of the Nixon administration and one of the most 
tangible payoffs of rapprochement, though not the only one. 
While the Soviets accelerated détente, the Chinese exerted 
some influence on North Vietnam to pursue peace negotia-
tions with the US. This phenomenon will be included in my 
discussion of triangular diplomacy’s successful results.

In order to for this whole ploy to work, the Nixon ad-
ministration had to prevent Moscow from reading the China 
announcement as a call to arms. Given the depth of Soviet 
animus toward the PRC and its friends, Nixon defended rap-
prochement to the Soviet leadership almost two years before 
rapprochement had even begun in earnest. He informed the 
Soviet Ambassador to the US, Anatoly Dobrynin, in Octo-
ber 1969 that he was interested in reestablishing Sino-Amer-
ican relations. He insisted that this interest did not imply 
an anti-Soviet stratagem: “I can reaffirm that the U.S. Gov-
ernment is not trying to take advantage of Sino-Soviet dif-
ferences and it will not do anything in this area that might 
be perceived in the Soviet Union as an attempt to cause it 
harm.”109 The rationale he offered Dobrynin reiterated the 
Realpolitik pragmatism of his 1967 Foreign Affairs article on 
China. As he told the ambassador, the Chinese would have 
nuclear weapons in 10 years and would thus “pose a serious 
threat to both of our countries.”110 Calling China “[t]he main 
beneficiary of Soviet-U.S. disagreements,” Nixon urged the 
Soviets to work with America to create “the conditions for 
international peace, for peace on the Asian continent, after 
the Vietnam War—a peace in which China would also find 
a worthy place for itself.”111 If the Vietnam War ended, he 
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claimed, he would “be able to take dramatic steps to improve 
and develop Soviet-U.S. relations.”112 By linking China to 
the Vietnam issue and requesting Soviet help in Vietnam in 
such frank terms, Nixon had already begun to employ the 
“China card,” even though rapprochement had not yet be-
come a diplomatic reality. By introducing the possibility of a 
warming of relations between the US and China, he sought 
to offset a drastic Soviet response to the realization of that 
possibility in the future. In all likelihood, he also wanted to 
test the efficacy of triangular diplomacy before committing 
to it.

By tipping off Brezhnev and the Soviet Politburo 
about the China initiative, Nixon laid the foundation upon 
which Kissinger could effectively employ the “China card” 
in negotiations leading up to the Soviet-American summit in 
Moscow. Thanks to Nixon’s move, Brezhnev and Dobrynin 
could not pretend to have been oblivious to the possibility 
of a Sino-American rapprochement. Further, given their re-
cord as fickle, querulous diplomats, they were also less likely 
to be able to fault the US for using China as leverage at the 
negotiation table.113 At any rate, they still reacted to Nixon’s 
announcement of his China trip with deep resentment and 
suspicion. Kissinger noted that, during his first meeting with 
Dobrynin afterward, he found the ambassador “at his oily 
best, and for the first time in my experience with him, to-
tally insecure.”114 Kissinger, reminding Dobrynin that Nixon 
had desired a summit in Moscow long before he ever envi-
sioned one in Beijing, criticized the Soviets’ “grudging and 
petty” responses to American diplomatic overtures.115 Had 
the USSR taken the summit request seriously, the Americans 
“would have stalled a Chinese summit until much later.”116 
Dobrynin retorted that the Soviet leaders genuinely wanted 
a summit, but it may not be possible now that the President 
was going to Beijing. He asked if it might still be possible for 
Nixon to come to Moscow before Beijing, and Kissinger re-
fused.117 Later, I shall revisit the hard bargaining tactics that 
preceded the Moscow summit. Here, it is important to note 
that Kissinger had begun combining a conciliatory tone with 
his passive-aggressive employment of the China card.

Soviet government documents help to corroborate 
the success of Nixon and Kissinger’s strategic game. In short, 
Dobrynin, Brezhnev, and the Politburo agonized over rap-
prochement every bit as much as the Americans wanted them 
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to. A few days after the China announcement, Dobrynin 
sent a telegram to the Soviet Foreign Ministry, analyzing the 
US’s diplomatic gambit and how the USSR should respond. 
He wrote that Nixon “is evidently hoping that the Chinese 
will help him escape from this quagmire [the Vietnam War] 
‘with his dignity intact,’ which can secure him a victory in 
the elections.”118 Dobrynin recommended passive resistance 
rather than an outright condemnation of rapprochement. 
The USSR, he argued, “should draw the attention of world 
public opinion to issues and facts that cast the motives and 
the actions of the two governments in a far from positive 
light.”119 Continuing with this theme of vague subversion, 
he also suggested that the Soviets “gradually highlight ev-
erything that continues to stand between the U.S. and the 
PRC and hinders their rapprochement, particularly those is-
sues that are antagonistic to us.”120 The flaccidness of these 
prescriptions reveals the weakened position that the USSR 
found itself in. On the question of what could be done to 
counteract rapprochement by way of confrontation, the an-
swer was clear in Dobrynin’s telegram: nothing at all, short 
of a nuclear confrontation. Evidently, the Politburo leaders 
recognized their own state of impotence. It would lead them 
to embrace the only legitimate option: increase the pace of 
détente, and hope that more détente would translate for the 
US into a less urgent need of rapprochement. 

The American side, while plainly drawing on the 
USSR’s fear of the PRC, was careful to temper this tactic of 
intimidation. Nixon and Kissinger recognized the delicate 
nature of their game. The China card could incite the Soviets 
to accelerate détente, but it could also alienate the USSR if 
overplayed. As Kissinger later argued in one of his memoirs:

Triangular diplomacy, to be effective, must rely on 
the natural incentives and propensities of the play-
ers. It must avoid the impression that one is “using” 
either of the contenders against the other; otherwise 
one becomes vulnerable to retaliation or blackmail. 
The hostility between China and the Soviet Union 
only served our purposes best if we maintained clos-
er relations with each side than they did with each 
other.121

He and Nixon more or less followed this prescription of 
dealing minimal offense to both the Soviets and the Chi-
nese. Kissinger, while criticizing Soviet behavior during his 
July 19 meeting with Dobrynin, also reassured Dobrynin 
that “he had no conversations, and was having none, with 
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the Chinese that affected the Soviet Union’s interests in any 
way.”122 Nixon made his own effort to assuage Soviet suspi-
cion. He wrote a letter to General Secretary Brezhnev, de-
claring that his maneuvers in China “[had] no hidden mo-
tives” and “[were] not aimed at any third country, including, 
specifically, the Soviet Union.”123 Rather, they were aimed 
at “end[ing] the hostility that has unfortunately existed be-
tween the United States and the mainland of China for over 
twenty years and to lay the basis for relations which will be 
mutually beneficial and contribute to peace and stability in 
Asia and the world as a whole…”124 

This declaration paralleled Kissinger’s reassurances 
to Dobrynin. Both emphasized the pragmatic design of rap-
prochement and denied the possibility of its being motivated 
by a desire to hurt the Soviet Union. Similar reassurances 
would be made following Kissinger’s second trip to China in 
October 1971 and Nixon and Kissinger’s famous trip in Feb-
ruary 1972.125 Nixon suggested to Brezhnev—as he had to 
Dobrynin—the capability of the USSR to offset the effects 
of rapprochement by helping the US in Vietnam: “I would 
hope that the Soviet Union would exercise its influence to 
achieve peace in that area of the world. Such an action would 
give great impetus to the policies of reconciliation that we 
intend to pursue.”126 An “impetus to the policies of reconcili-
ation” likely included a check on Sino-American relations. 
In other words, the Americans would not move too close to 
China if the Soviets would be willing to use their influence 
over North Vietnam for the US’s benefit. Helping the US 
with respect to Vietnam could serve—according to the sub-
text of Nixon’s statement—as a way for the USSR to prove 
its sincere commitment to détente as a whole. In short, the 
administration’s rhetorical use of the PRC inhered even in its 
reassurances to the Soviets.

Kissinger would in fact make far more direct use of 
the China card in his discussions with Dobrynin. The tran-
scripts of their talks indicate that Kissinger knew how to do 
so without playing China too hard and too often. For exam-
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ple, shortly after returning from his October trip to Beijing, 
he reassured Dobrynin that, if the Moscow summit proved 
to be a success, the US would limit its diplomatic and mili-
tary agreements with China to matters impacting only the 
US and China.127 This is perhaps the most overt example of 
the China card in play. After Nixon’s PRC trip, Kissinger was 
careful to remind Dobrynin of the diplomatic concessions 
that might accrue to the Soviets if they simply stayed the 
course of détente. In particular, he mentioned two items that 
the Soviets wanted badly: increased trade with the US and the 
convening of a European security conference, which would 
reaffirm Soviet domination of Eastern Europe.128 As Kiss-
inger had told Dobrynin before Nixon’s trip to China, “The 
danger now was the more intransigent the Soviet Union was, 
the more we would respond by compensating moves toward 
Communist China; it was therefore important that we get 
our relationships on a sensible basis.”129 This statement em-
bodies the strategic interplay of rapprochement and détente. 
The Americans, by introducing the possibility—however 
remote—of a US-PRC alliance, amplified the importance 
of stable Soviet-American relations. A falling-out between 
the two superpowers would now entail a much greater risk 
of escalation. If Kissinger used trade and a European secu-
rity conference as potential carrots, then he also sought to 
make the Soviets perceive the Sino-American relationship as 
a potential stick. He of course knew that the Sino-American 
partnership was far from a genuine alliance. 

The success of triangular diplomacy derived in part 
from an asymmetry of information between the USSR and 
PRC, which resulted from the US’s tendency to privilege 
the latter when it came to sharing information on the other 
Communist power. Kissinger initiated the US’s double stan-
dard: its tendency to provide the Chinese with privileged in-
telligence on the Soviets while refusing to provide the Soviets 
with comparable intelligence on the Chinese.130 As we have 
seen, he promised in a discussion with Huang Zhen to keep 
the Chinese thoroughly informed of any and all develop-
ments in Soviet-American relations.131 The Soviets suspected 
this ploy to ingratiate the Chinese by offering intelligence on 
the USSR. Kissinger—in response to an accusation to this ef-
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fect from Dobrynin—told the Soviet ambassador, “Anatoly, 
do you think I would be this amateurish, and do you think 
that the military dispositions along the Sino-Soviet border 
could be of any precise concern to us?”132 As we have seen, 
during Nixon’s China trip, Kissinger provided the Chinese 
military with an extensive report on the Soviet military pres-
ence along the border.133 After the trip, Dobrynin reported 
to Kissinger that the Chinese had alerted the Soviet govern-
ment to similar information sharing that had occurred in 
October 1971. Kissinger fervently denied that he had given 
PRC leaders a report on Soviet forces on the border, call-
ing the accusation a “pure provocation” by the CCP.134 If 
the Soviets did learn of the Americans’ information-sharing 
proclivity from the Chinese, the latter were evidently putting 
the American commitment to rapprochement to the test.

To understand why the Chinese would take such an 
action, one must consider the shift of the Nixon adminis-
tration’s focus from the PRC to the USSR after the China 
trip. Rapprochement alarmed the Soviets, but the continued 
progress of détente alarmed the Chinese; suspicion ran in 
both directions along the triangle. To address China’s fear of 
Soviet-American maneuvers, Kissinger cleverly introduced 
the notion of “formal symmetry” to his Chinese interlocu-
tors. He did so presumably in order to avert Chinese suspi-
cion regarding the increasing success of détente. As he told 
Huang Hua, Chinese Ambassador to the United Nations, in 
August 1972, “In order to have a plausible basis and in order 
to avoid giving the Soviet Union the pretense of claiming 
that they are being encircled, we want to do enough with the 
Soviet Union to maintain a formal symmetry.”135 In other 
words, the US needed to pursue détente with the USSR in 
order to avoid a direct confrontation between the Soviet bloc 
and the US-PRC partnership. Here, Kissinger employed his 
rhetorical skill so that he could in the future proceed with 
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constructive Soviet-American negotiations, without damag-
ing the US-PRC entente.136 

While triangular diplomacy may have been more 
fallible in reality than it was in the minds of Nixon and Kiss-
inger, the policy did produce diplomatic advantages, which 
translated for the administration into domestic political 
gain. Kissinger visited China in February 1973 to ensure the 
continuing progression of Sino-American relations.137 Given 
that Nixon had visited both Beijing and Moscow within the 
span of three months in 1972, triangular diplomacy could be 
said to have reached its zenith. On March 2, 1973, Kissinger 
wrote to the president: 

To date the Soviet factor has been the main leverage 
in our dealings with the PRC. At the same time…
our opening to Peking has paid us substantial divi-
dends with Moscow…Peking, after all, assuming 
continued hostility with the USSR, has no real al-
ternative to us as a counterweight (despite its recent 
reaching out to Japan and Western Europe as insur-
ance). And Moscow needs us in such areas as Europe 
and economics.138

Both relationships produced dividends. Significant-
ly, the Chinese did exert some pressure on North Vietnam 
to pursue negotiations with Washington. Zhou Enlai trav-
eled to Hanoi in March 1972 to discuss Sino-American re-
lations with Lê Duẩn, who served as General Secretary of 
the Communist Party of Vietnam. Zhou, noting that Mao 
had changed his position on the US-North Vietnam peace 
talks—that is, the Chairman now approved of such talks—
told his Vietnamese comrade, “if the problem of Indochina 
is not solved, it will be impossible to realize the normaliza-
tion of China-U.S. relations.”139 Given that the PRC had just 
hosted President Nixon and released a joint communiqué 
with the US, China had already committed itself to the path 
to normalized relations. Thus, Zhou’s statement could be 
read as a tacit demand that his Vietnamese comrades engage 
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in genuine talks with the Americans, in order to prevent the 
Vietnam War from impeding the US-PRC partnership. Lê 
Duẩn recognized the implications of China’s new relation-
ship with the US. As he told Zhou, “Now that Nixon has 
talked with you, they will soon hit us even harder.”140 Over-
all, Zhou’s decision to exert indirect pressure on the North 
Vietnamese indicated the efficacy of triangular diplomacy, 
especially given that Vietnam so greatly preoccupied Nixon 
when he visited Beijing. 

On the Soviet-American side, the most tangible pay-
off of triangular diplomacy consisted in the Moscow summit 
of May 1972. Prior to the announcement of Nixon’s China 
trip, the Soviets had met the president’s request for a sum-
mit meeting with evasion and vacillation. For example, after 
Kissinger had urged Ambassador Dobrynin to respond to a 
summit invitation by no later than July 1, 1971, Dobrynin 
failed to deliver an official response before July 5. When Do-
brynin did reply, he proposed a summit in November or De-
cember 1971. To Kissinger, this was “in effect a rejection” be-
cause he had already said that those months would be highly 
inconvenient for President Nixon’s schedule.141 However, 
the Soviets became drastically more accommodating after 
the China trip announcement, which is a crucial point in 
my overall argument that détente’s successes derived heavily 
from rapprochement. As we have seen, Dobrynin asked—
a few days after the announcement—that Nixon come to 
Moscow before going to Beijing, a request that Kissinger re-
fused.142 In spite of this rejection, Dobrynin quickly offered 
the more practical alternative of a summit that would take 
place in April or May 1972.143 The actual summit would in 
fact occur on May 22-30, 1972. Nixon’s China trip had hap-
pened only three months earlier: February 21-28. The pro-
ductivity of the Sino-American trip undoubtedly motivated 
Brezhnev and the Politburo to do real business with the US 
when their opportunity arrived.144 As we will see, they did 
work hard to ensure the productivity of their summit with 
Nixon. The President had successfully lured them to the bar-
gaining table, and China helped ensure that they had actu-
ally come there to bargain and not to bicker.
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Indeed, even before the Beijing summit, substantive 
negotiations between the US and USSR became more fruit-
ful. Within two months of the China trip announcement, 
the US and the USSR, along with France and the United 
Kingdom, signed the Quadripartite Agreement on Berlin.145 
Originally signed on September 3, 1971 and entering into 
effect on June 3, 1972, the agreement reaffirmed the post-
war division of Berlin and contained a Soviet promise that 
the German Democratic Republic (GDR) would not disrupt 
traffic between the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and 
Berlin’s Western Sectors.146 Some scholars have linked this 
event to the advent of triangular diplomacy, although US of-
ficials including Ambassador Kenneth Rush considered FRG 
Chancellor Willy Brandt’s policy of Ostpolitik to be the pri-
mary impetus to the agreement.147 While Ostpolitik under-
lay the atmosphere of conciliation that made the agreement 
possible, the settlement must also be seen within the context 
of accelerating Soviet-American negotiations after Nixon’s 
China announcement. In other words, Ostpolitik and Sino-
American rapprochement were likely both important factors 
behind the settlement.

Though this was an extraordinary breakthrough, 
the Moscow summit produced the most important legacy of 
Soviet-American negotiations under Nixon. In March 1972, 
Dobrynin sent an urgent telegram to the Soviet Foreign 
Ministry, arguing that the summit “takes on special signifi-
cance” in light of the US-PRC talks that had just occurred 
in Beijing.148 In other words, the Soviet leadership needed 
to engage in productive negotiations with the Americans if 
they wanted to prevent the new Sino-American partnership 
from becoming a genuine threat to the USSR. As I noted at 
the outset of this section, Brezhnev made the same point to 
skeptics of détente within the Soviet Communist Party.149 
The actual results of the summit would demonstrate the ear-
nestness of both sides to reach a concrete agreement on ma-
jor bilateral issues. In particular, Nixon and Brezhnev signed 
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two separate agreements on the limitation of anti-ballistic 
missiles and other armaments, thereby concluding the pro-
cess known as SALT I.150 

Like Nixon’s China trip, the Soviet-American sum-
mit also produced a joint statement of principles paralleling 
the Shanghai Communiqué. The “Basic Principles of Mu-
tual Relations between the United States of America and the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics” formalized both coun-
tries’ commitment to avoiding war, limiting armaments, 
and maintaining commercial as well as cultural ties.151 The 
document included a declaration that “The development of 
U.S.-Soviet relations is not directed against third countries 
and their interests.”152 This statement suggested that, while 
Nixon had striven to ameliorate Soviet suspicion before, 
during, and after his China trip, he was equally mindful of 
Chinese suspicion stemming from his USSR trip. Beyond 
the SALT agreements and the “Basic Principles” communi-
qué, the summit produced subordinate agreements on the 
avoidance of sea and airspace encounters and broader coop-
eration on science, technology, education, health, and the 
environment.153 Unsurprisingly, scholars view the summit as 
the high point of détente under Nixon.154

These international successes had important domes-
tic repercussions, which must be included in the dividends 
of triangular policy for the Nixon administration. Specifi-
cally, the Beijing and Moscow summits strengthened Nixon’s 
position heading into the 1972 election. His Gallup poll 
ratings hardly rose above 50 percent at any time from May 
through December 1971. However, between January and 
March 1972—the months surrounding his China trip—the 
figure increased from 49 to 55 percent. In May, the month 
of the Moscow summit, it reached 62 percent and stood at 
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58 percent immediately preceding the election.155 In the 
election, Nixon scored a victory over his Democratic oppo-
nent George McGovern by a comfortable margin of 61 to 38 
percent.156 On the whole, the numbers indicate that Nixon’s 
foreign policy initiatives helped him overcome domestic po-
litical troubles. 

Ultimately, Nixon and Kissinger took two foreign 
policies initiatives that should have invalidated one another, 
and they managed to harmonize them. They were able to 
do so by declaring to Dobrynin, Brezhnev, and the Soviet 
Politburo that rapprochement was not in any way directed 
against the Soviet Union. As I argued in the first part of this 
essay, the US-PRC partnership was designed to contain the 
Soviet Union by resolving tension in Asia-Pacific and thereby 
indirectly checking Soviet expansion into that region. The 
Soviets, however, were ignorant of the precise form and sub-
stance of the Sino-American partnership. For all they knew, 
a formal alliance could emerge in the future. Nixon and Kiss-
inger skillfully exploited this fear in order to create a synergy 
between rapprochement and détente. The Soviets played into 
their hand by accelerating détente after Nixon’s China trip 
announcement. Overall, the success of the Moscow summit 
in 1972 was a product of Nixon’s success in Beijing, and 
it helped him prevail over George McGovern in a landslide 
electoral victory. 

One can easily draw a connection between Nixon’s 
successes abroad and his domestic resurgence. In the long 
run, however, the effects of rapprochement and détente ex-
tended far beyond Nixon’s reelection. They left a profound 
mark on the Cold War order and brought the age of bipolar-
ity to a close. The US’s move toward China constituted a de 
facto recognition of China as a third pole of world politics. 
The unprecedented catastrophe that was the Vietnam War 
motivated Nixon to fly to Beijing and offer dramatic con-
cessions on Taiwan. Although the 1973 peace in Vietnam 
would soon collapse and Nixon would not deliver on his 
Taiwan promises, the US and China seemed in 1972 to have 
secured great diplomatic advantages by way of their partner-
ship.157 Rapprochement served as an attempt to both resolve 
violent conflict in Asia-Pacific and to check Soviet expansion 
into that region. The policy brought an end to over twenty 
years of open hostility between the US and the PRC and 
drastically reduced the chances that American and Chinese 
soldiers would ever meet again on the field of battle. At the 
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same time, rapprochement helped to galvanize the progress 
of détente, which had produced little in the way of concrete 
results prior to the China trip announcement. Advancing dé-
tente, then, was yet another objective in the strategic ratio-
nale for rapprochement. The former encouraged the Chinese 
to move closer to the US, while the latter encouraged the 
Soviets to do the same. 

Ultimately, whether Nixon and Kissinger were 
in conversation with Mao and Zhou on the one hand or 
Brezhnev and Dobrynin on the other, triangular diploma-
cy always involved reconciling seemingly incompatible in-
centives. Despite the ebbs and flows that would punctuate 
rapprochement and détente in subsequent years, particu-
larly in the aftermath of Nixon’s ignominious resignation, 
the Nixon administration had managed to harmonize the 
two policies in 1972. Today, China may be on a trajec-
tory to become the world’s largest economy in the 2030s, 
but—as Odd Arne Westad notes—the US will remain the 
world’s leading military superpower. The role of a rising 
China in international affairs will thus depend, in large 
part, on how the US and others choose to interact with the 
new economic giant.158 In the recent monograph On Chi-
na, an 88-year-old Kissinger declared that Sino-American 
relations “need not—and should not—become a zero-sum 
game.”159 Over four decades ago, he and Nixon adapted 
Realpolitik to the twentieth century by paying scrupulous 
attention to the strategic desires as well as the fears of the 
People’s Republic of China and the Soviet Union; they 
adjusted their triangular maneuvers accordingly. In oth-
er words, they combined Bismarckian intimidation with 
numerous positive incentives for both the PRC and the 
USSR. Future US leaders, in seeking to encourage cooper-
ation from China and Vladimir Putin’s intransigent regime 
in Russia, would do well to learn from the successes and 
limitations of triangular diplomacy. After all, no foreign 
policy game can succeed without taking into account the 
natural incentives and propensities of the players.
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