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Foreword by Henry A. Kissinger

Among the tools of statecraft, strategic negotiation occupies a prime
position. Over my career, I have conducted many negotiations and made
numerous observations on this vital subject. I have not, however,
methodically reviewed the many negotiations in which I was involved to
determine the most effective strategies and tactics to address different
challenges at the table. To my knowledge, none of the many books written
about my foreign policy record as secretary of state and national security
advisor seriously analyzes this central topic. This book, therefore, is unique.
It is the first to delve deeply into my philosophy and method of negotiation.
James K. Sebenius, as lead author, along with his Harvard colleagues R.
Nicholas Burns and Robert H. Mnookin, has produced a superb and practical
analysis of how to forge worthwhile agreements in complex situations.

This book was not my idea. Until a few years ago, I did not know Jim
or Bob. And while I knew Nick well, his years of government service began
after my time as secretary of state. I have no institutional connections with
any of the authors. This effort originated when the three professors invited
me to Harvard in 2014 as part of their ambitious project to interview all
former American secretaries of state about their toughest negotiations. Thus
far, they have conducted in-depth interviews with seven men and women
who have occupied that office. They plan to draw on these extraordinary
discussions to write a major book on the American diplomatic experience
over the last forty years, to serve as the basis for a three-part public
television series.

The book you now hold, however, explores a more focused question:
what analysis and action consistently lead to success (or failure) in complex,
high-level negotiations? Beyond platitudes and well-known principles such
as the importance of credibility, I expressed skepticism during our Harvard
interviews about whether robust answers to this question could be extracted
from the written record. I wondered aloud whether it would be possible to



come up with systematic advice given the diverse contexts, distinctive
personalities, and unique features of individual negotiations.

Subsequent conversations with Jim, Nick, and Bob increasingly
persuaded me that useful, nonobvious prescriptions could be identified. To
do this, the authors have concisely recounted a number of episodes in which
I was involved. They have brought the negotiating aspects to the foreground,
with just enough historical and policy context to make their analysis
accessible. Some of these cases are broadly familiar, such as the opening to
China and the disengagement agreements between Egypt and Israel after the
1973 Arab-Israeli War. Other challenging cases, such as negotiating for
black-majority rule in Rhodesia in 1976 with Britain and key African states,
though widely discussed at the time, have faded into relative obscurity. Yet
viewing these episodes primarily through a negotiation lens yields fresh
understandings. While I disagree with some of their policy judgments,
especially on the Vietnam talks, the authors have done outstanding work in
researching these complex negotiations and generating actionable insights
from them.

I am often struck by the ad hoc approach to vital negotiations taken by
otherwise experienced public officials and private executives. For example,
one courts failure by concentrating on process and tactics divorced from a
strategic conception of one’s fundamental interests and objectives. Another
common error is to expend the bulk of one’s energies getting the parties to
the table, hoping that once they engage face-to-face, a deal will somehow
follow. In fact, the more important challenge can be to act, often beforehand
and away from the table, to shape the situation to one’s advantage. This can
mean putting in place strong penalties for failure to agree and arranging
appealing incentives for agreement. It can mean carefully building
supportive coalitions and neutralizing potential blockers. Jim, Nick, and Bob
draw on my record to catalogue many other such snares—and offer useful
advice on avoiding and escaping them.

This book’s importance does not lie mainly in telling the stories of my
negotiations, however colorful or historically intriguing. Instead, readers will
find its true value in its distillation of the valuable principles and practices
that were largely implicit during and after my tenure, occasionally even to
me. Given his familiarity with the relevant academic research plus extensive
personal experience in high-stakes dealmaking, Jim, along with his
coauthors, Nick and Bob, possesses a deep understanding of complex



negotiations. This has enabled them to interpret my experience and to extract
thoughtful generalizations from it.

In undertaking this project in the spirit of applied history, Sebenius,
Burns, and Mnookin have made a major contribution to our understanding of
negotiation and diplomacy at a time when the utility and promise of these
activities are often overlooked. When employed with skill and thorough
knowledge of the issues at stake, their analysis promises genuine
improvement in diplomatic support. Every CEO, diplomat, and dealmaker
facing complex negotiation challenges will benefit from reading this book.



Preface

Who are the world’s best negotiators? What makes them effective? When
colleagues, students, and clients ask us these questions, Henry Kissinger’s
name inevitably arises. Some remember his secret negotiations to open U.S.-
Chinese relations after years of mutual hostility. Others recall détente with
the Soviets, the first nuclear arms control deal, the Egyptian and Syrian
disengagement accords with Israel, or the controversies over Cambodia or
Chile. Even for those who know few details of Kissinger’s record, the
former secretary of state regularly features in conversations about great
negotiators.

This widespread perception of Kissinger’s negotiating prowess has
deep roots. According to a June 1974 Harris poll, an astonishing 85 percent
of Americans judged that Kissinger was doing a “splendid” job, while 88
percent considered him to be a “highly skilled negotiator.”1 This represented
“the highest approval rating for anyone in government since the polls were
begun.”2 Forty years later, in 2014, a survey of 1,615 international relations
scholars in 1,375 colleges and universities overwhelmingly ranked Henry
Kissinger as the most effective U.S. secretary of state in the last fifty years.
This top ranking held among most subgroups of the expert respondents:
liberal, middle-of-the-road, and conservative; male and female; and so on.3

Even Walter Isaacson, Kissinger’s often critical biographer, judged him to
have been “the foremost American negotiator of [the twentieth] century.”4

Millions of words have been written both by and about Kissinger the
influential secretary of state, diplomatic historian, and foreign policy analyst.
Along with countless commentators, both sympathetic and critical, Kissinger
has himself chronicled his role in dozens of particular negotiations. Yet, to
our surprise, a serious overall examination of an important aspect of
Kissinger’s record as negotiator does not appear to exist.5 By looking across
Kissinger’s most significant negotiations to ferret out common



characteristics, this book represents our critical exploration of Kissinger’s
approach to negotiation and its underlying logic, strategies, and tactics. Our
goal is to generate the prescriptive insights that are essential to
understanding and addressing today’s conflicts and dealmaking challenges,
whether international or domestic, public or private.

Our quest to learn from Kissinger’s approach has its origins in a larger
ongoing project. Since 2001, the Program on Negotiation, a Harvard-MIT-
Tufts consortium, has annually sponsored a “Great Negotiator” event to
honor men and women from around the world who overcame significant
barriers to reach worthy agreements.6

Faculty and graduate students do substantial research and case writing
before bringing each year’s Great Negotiator honoree(s) to Harvard for a
public program of intensive videotaped interviews about each of their
toughest negotiations: What were its most challenging elements? How did
you handle them? What would you have done differently? Why? What
insights do you draw from these experiences? What advice would you give
someone facing a similar situation?

Our 2012 honoree was former secretary of state James A. Baker III, for
his central role in negotiations leading to the unification of Germany within
NATO, actions to forge the Gulf War coalition to eject Saddam Hussein from
Kuwait, and the diplomacy paving the road to the Madrid Conference, the
first time Israelis and Arabs had engaged in a multilateral setting. That
year’s events were so stimulating that we decided to adapt this “Great
Negotiator” methodology between 2014 and 2016 to conduct lengthy
interviews with all former U.S. secretaries of state. As part of the resulting
American Secretaries of State Project, we conducted wide-ranging research
on and lengthy interviews with Henry Kissinger, in addition to George
Shultz, Madeleine Albright, Colin Powell, Condoleezza Rice, and Hillary
Clinton.7

Our initial conversations with Henry Kissinger, which marked his first
time in a Harvard classroom in forty-five years, proved intellectually
engaging and represented a deeply emotional “homecoming” for the former
Harvard student and professor. Kissinger turned out, in the words of Drew
Gilpin Faust, Harvard’s president, to be a ninety-two-year-old “rock star” in
the eyes of the three hundred or so students in attendance, who asked very
tough questions of the former secretary of state.



During these conversations, Jim Sebenius cited George Shultz’s
insightful essay “The 10 Commandments of Negotiation,” and noted several
generalizations we had drawn from James Baker’s approach to diplomacy.8

We queried Kissinger: “If you were to formulate your version of Shultz’s
Ten Commandments of negotiation, what would be on your list?” He chose
not to give us his prescriptions, suggesting that general advice of this type
would be unlikely to apply across the variety of negotiating situations one
encountered.9

This skeptical answer gave us pause: would it really be impossible to
encapsulate the essence of “Kissinger the negotiator” into a set of broadly
applicable prescriptive insights? Intrigued by this challenge, Jim decided to
carefully analyze hours of personal interviews and reread all three volumes
of Kissinger’s memoirs—White House Years, Years of Upheaval, and Years
of Renewal—plus Diplomacy, On China, and World Order; all told, roughly
six thousand pages bristling with accounts of various negotiations. Jim then
took a first cut at a prescriptive synthesis in a lengthy draft essay, which he
sent to Dr. Kissinger in New York with a simple query: did the analysis
accurately capture Kissinger’s approach across a wide range of negotiations?
10

After meeting and discussing the draft, Kissinger responded
affirmatively, offered suggestions, and urged that we delve more deeply into
several of his negotiations, noting that our work was the first of its kind. Of
course, plenty of studies have been done on specific negotiations, such as the
opening to China or the Paris talks to end the Vietnam War, but not on this
general topic. Nor had the insights of current negotiation theory been
systematically brought to bear on Kissinger’s approach. Believing this to be
an important subject from which we could learn a great deal to advance both
the theory and practice of negotiation, we decided to collaborate on this
book, with Jim taking the analytical and editorial lead as first author.

In this work, we have sought to accurately capture and illustrate the
precepts underlying Henry Kissinger’s approach to negotiation; we think of
this task as characterizing “the mind of the negotiator.” After studying the
great nineteenth-century statesman Klemens von Metternich, Kissinger
applauded “Metternich’s marvelous diplomatic skill,” observing that
“diplomacy can achieve a great deal through the proper evaluation of the
factors of international relations and by their skillful utilization.”11



In part, Kissinger studied Metternich to understand (and, later, employ)
the most effective strategies and tactics of negotiation. It is in that spirit that
we study Kissinger. Yet technical virtuosity in a negotiator has a
fundamental limitation: it is blind to the purposes that are to be negotiated
and the worldview that informs those purposes. Technique says nothing
about whether the objectives of the negotiator are good or evil, wise or
foolish.

So, when we study Kissinger’s negotiations, we take his objectives and
his worldview as givens for our analysis, at least as a point of departure. To
ensure American security during his time in office from the late 1960s
through the mid-1970s, Kissinger pursued at least three overarching
objectives: (1) preventing the great evil of nuclear war, while (2) restraining
Soviet expansion and managing Cold War conflicts to American advantage
and (3) building a more stable “structure of peace” among China, the USSR,
and the United States. When we analyze a specific negotiation, such as the
Paris Peace Accords over the Vietnam War, we highlight (and often
question) how Kissinger’s assumptions about that particular conflict
influenced his negotiation strategy.

Today’s challenges differ sharply from those of the Cold War era: the
dominant bipolar U.S.-Soviet rivalry has given way to a more multipolar
world, with emerging powers such as China and India increasingly
influential. Nonstate actors and cross-border issues are on the rise: from
global warming and international financial flows to transnational crime and
airplane-borne viruses. Interconnected webs enmesh the geopolitical
chessboard.12 Yet effective negotiation remains vital. Harnessed to wise
purposes and adapted to changing circumstances, carefully chosen lessons
extracted from Kissinger’s experience offer an enduring source of invaluable
guidance to those in the public and private spheres who understand the value
of successful negotiation in human affairs.

* * *

We are three experts in different disciplines, with diverse backgrounds, yet
our intellectual and professional lives revolve around negotiation. One of us,
Nick Burns, teaches diplomacy and international politics at Harvard’s
Kennedy School of Government, following a twenty-seven-year career as a



diplomat in the U.S. Foreign Service. Bob Mnookin, with significant
experience in legal mediation and negotiation, teaches negotiation at
Harvard Law School. Completing our trio, Jim Sebenius, who spent years on
Wall Street and decades advising clients worldwide on deals and disputes,
teaches negotiation at Harvard Business School. In 2010, the three of us
sponsored the visit of a remarkable negotiator, former Finnish president and
Nobel Laureate Martti Ahtisaari, to Harvard as part of the Great Negotiator
Award program. We found the experience so mutually stimulating that we
began to bring our distinct perspectives and experiences together in research
and teaching across our three professional schools.

While this book and our larger American Secretaries of State Project
are collaborative efforts among the three of us, Jim Sebenius conceived the
idea of writing about Henry Kissinger’s negotiating philosophy and record.
He took the analytical lead, wrote the first draft of every chapter, and
shepherded what turned out to be a substantial research effort. Nick and Bob
are thankful to Jim for his unstinting belief in this book and for his
leadership in our joint effort to extract the right lessons from Kissinger the
negotiator.

A word on methodology: We have sought accuracy throughout this
book concerning the historical events under discussion. Yet our main
purpose has been to extract useful prescriptions for effective negotiation
rather than to set the historical record straight or provide the last word on
policy disputes.

Capturing the “mind of the negotiator” is an inherently subjective
undertaking. To succeed in doing so, we have relied heavily on our
conversations with Henry Kissinger. Given the importance of how he
explains the rationale for his negotiating strategy and tactics, we quote
extensively from these conversations and from his many books. We also
draw on his memos and interviews, often those from the time of the given
negotiation under discussion. Because we seek to capture how Kissinger
himself reasons about the process, the quotations we weave into the text,
mostly without indentation, are often lengthy.

Because recollection and writing after the fact inevitably color accounts
of earlier events and can generate self-serving rationalizations, we have
searched for independent, and sometimes conflicting, sources about such
events, as our bibliography and many notes attest. These include the many
primary source documents, interviews, and excellent interpretive summaries



undertaken by the Digital National Security Archive (in particular, its
invaluable compilation the Kissinger Telephone Conversations: A Verbatim
Record of U.S. Diplomacy, 1969–1977), the Association for Diplomatic
Studies and Training, the Nixon and Ford Presidential Libraries, and the U.S.
State Department Office of the Historian.13 Where possible, we include the
perceptions of those who negotiated with Kissinger.

We have been privileged to enjoy Dr. Kissinger’s cooperation in
multiple conversations and interviews, especially to ensure that we have
accurately represented his views on negotiation strategy and tactics. Yet he
has neither requested, nor would we have approved, any editorial control on
his part. For better or worse, the text and conclusions are our own.



Introduction

Kissinger the Negotiator

A Story That Should Be Told

Every U.S. president since John F. Kennedy has sought Henry Kissinger’s
counsel, as have CEOs and political leaders worldwide. His insights into
foreign policy, statecraft, and world order have enjoyed broad influence. Yet
his impressive overall record as a negotiator has somehow escaped
systematic analysis.1

After studying Kissinger’s negotiating experience and writings, plus
lengthy interviews with him on this subject, we have found remarkable
levels of sophistication and consistency in his approach. This has motivated
us to achieve two goals in this book.

First, we seek to characterize “Kissinger the negotiator” by looking
back across the many important negotiations, involving China, the Soviet
Union, Vietnam, the Middle East, and Southern Africa, in which he played
central roles as national security advisor and secretary of state in the Nixon
and Ford administrations. We then crystallize a set of characteristics that
underpin his approach.

Our second purpose is forward looking: while Kissinger’s conception
of effective negotiation derives largely from the diplomacy of earlier
decades, we seek to assess the value, and limits, of his approach as a source
of guidance for today’s diplomats and others who negotiate in business,
finance, public policy, and law. Throughout the book, we endeavor to extract
negotiating principles and techniques of enduring value and wide relevance.
Three examples suggest what readers may expect to learn from studying
Kissinger the negotiator:



First, while the term strategic is often bandied about, a closer look at
Kissinger’s approach clarifies what strategic negotiation actually means in
practice and why this orientation can be such a powerful tool.

Second, Kissinger’s negotiations consistently illustrate the back-and-
forth process by which he “zoomed out” to a broader strategy and then
“zoomed in” to become highly persuasive with a specific counterpart. We
have seen a number of top-flight negotiators develop this “zoom-out, zoom-
in” approach to the strategic and interpersonal aspects of challenging deals.2

Exposure to this distinctive aspect of Kissinger’s dealmaking has helped
many of our students and executive program participants, often in the middle
of successful careers, become far more effective in their public and private
negotiations.

Third, examining Henry Kissinger’s behavior across his many
negotiations shows how his extensive actions “away from the table” often
dramatically improved outcomes in tandem with his more familiar tactics “at
the table.” Put more simply, watching a particularly effective negotiator at
work unshackles our minds from thinking of negotiation mainly in terms of
persuasive interpersonal dealings. Getting to the right “yes” in the face of
formidable obstacles requires a much broader and more robust conception of
negotiation than is often the case.

In his ninety-fifth year as we complete this book, Henry Kissinger
remains in the global spotlight as a senior statesman, global strategist, and
active commentator on foreign affairs. Beyond authoring a regular stream of
articles, he has seen his recent books, On China (2011) and World Order
(2014), make the bestseller lists, and a new volume on statesmanship is in
the works.3 And he remains controversial. For example, some thirty-nine
years after Kissinger left public office, an “intense confrontation” over his
record erupted during the 2016 Democratic presidential primary debates.
Hillary Clinton’s praise and Bernie Sanders’s condemnation sparked a clash
of columnists in the New York Times under the headline “Henry Kissinger:
Sage or Pariah?”4 In the twelve months alone before this very public conflict,
the publication of the first volume of Niall Ferguson’s generally sympathetic
two-part biography of Kissinger has contrasted with a scathing assessment of
Kissinger’s record in a new book by historian Greg Grandin.5

Like their innumerable predecessors dating back to the 1970s, such
books, related articles, and media episodes (admiring, dispassionate, or
critical) do not generally highlight Kissinger’s approach to negotiation,



though this aspect of his record is often very much in the background.
Rather, such accounts tend to emphasize Kissinger’s complex analyses of
international relations and his extensive record as a practitioner of statecraft
in the realist tradition.6

Across these and other events in which he was involved, Kissinger’s
negotiations are described mostly in the context of specific episodes, not
examined in depth across a range of situations. Kissinger’s own writing is
suffused with observations on the art and science of negotiation, though
mainly with respect to particular instances. This vital but relatively neglected
aspect of Kissinger’s work deserves explicit focus and analysis, largely as a
function of his remarkable strength as a negotiator.

While he is almost universally judged to have been highly effective,
Kissinger’s record has attracted a number of severe critics, especially with
respect to human rights, covert actions, undemocratic secrecy, and support
for authoritarian regimes, with special focus on his actions in Cambodia,
Laos, North Vietnam, Argentina, Chile, East Pakistan (now Bangladesh),
and East Timor. As such, our analysis of his approach to negotiation could
quickly devolve into an evaluation of his actions while in office. Yet trying
to judge whether he was a saint or a sinner (in effect, relitigating well-worn
controversies) is not the purpose of this book. Moreover, we would have
little comparative advantage for such a task (though interested readers may
consult the voluminous debates among his various detractors and
defenders).7

Our purpose is neither to judge the man nor to set the historical record
straight. Instead, by plumbing and evaluating a career of impressive
accomplishment in some of the world’s most challenging negotiations, we
seek to learn as much as possible from Kissinger about this vital subject. If
successful, we will have extracted actionable insights into the art and science
of negotiation at the highest levels.

Who Is Henry Kissinger?

The outlines of Kissinger’s life and career are generally familiar.8 He was
born in 1923 to a German-Jewish family. Sensing the impending Holocaust
at the hands of the Nazis, they emigrated to the United States in 1938, only a
few months before the violent anti-Jewish rampage of Kristallnacht.
Kissinger became a naturalized United States citizen in 1943 and served



with the U.S. Army in the European theater from 1943 to 1946. After
completing his undergraduate and graduate education at Harvard, he was
appointed to the school’s faculty, and rose in academic rank to tenured
professor. He was active in Harvard’s Department of Government and its
Center for International Affairs from 1954 to 1969.

Kissinger acted as an advisor on foreign policy to New York governor
Nelson Rockefeller, who three times sought the Republican nomination for
president and was a political rival to Richard Nixon. Despite Kissinger’s
support for Rockefeller, Nixon selected the Harvard professor to serve as his
advisor for national security affairs. While in this role, Kissinger was also
sworn in as the fifty-sixth secretary of state, on September 22, 1973. After
the Watergate scandal led to Nixon’s resignation, Kissinger continued to
serve as secretary of state, under President Gerald Ford, until January 20,
1977.

Even given Kissinger’s elevated public profile at this writing (2018), it
can be difficult to recall the extent of his national and global celebrity. While
in office, he appeared on no fewer than fifteen covers of Time magazine and,
jointly with Richard Nixon, was named Time’s “Man of the Year” in 1972.9

He was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1973, along with Le Duc Tho, for
their negotiations to end the Vietnam War (though Kissinger later tried to
return the prize); he was also honored, in 1977, with the Presidential Medal
of Freedom, the nation’s highest civilian award.

Following his terms as secretary of state, Kissinger founded a global
consulting firm and served on a number of prominent public and private
boards and commissions.10 Through his nineties, he remains a prolific
commentator and analyst, consulted by world leaders ranging from Barack
Obama to Donald Trump, and from Vladimir Putin to Angela Merkel and Xi
Jinping.

In tandem with his prominent public persona, Kissinger is the author of
seventeen books, along with innumerable articles, speeches, and opinion
pieces.11 Two of his early books, A World Restored: Metternich, Castlereagh,
and the Problems of Peace, 1812–22, and Nuclear Weapons and Foreign
Policy, both published in 1957, when he was a young academic, were widely
regarded as pathbreaking, both conceptually and for their policy
implications.12 Following his government service, he is especially notable for
his three-volume set of memoirs, which chronicles his time in office. The
first volume, White House Years, won the National Book Award in 1980.13



His 1994 book, Diplomacy, offers a panoramic view of international
relations and diplomacy, with special concentration on the twentieth century
and the West. The book articulates Kissinger’s “realist” orientation and
argues for the importance of the balance of power and the concept of
“national interest.” In it, Kissinger critiques an overly idealistic foreign
policy while insisting that actions abroad must at least be consistent with a
nation’s moral views.14
 On China (2011) examines Chinese history and
Kissinger’s long negotiating experience in that country, especially with its
leaders ranging from Mao Zedong to Xi Jinping, and makes a forward
assessment of U.S.-Chinese relations in the twenty-first century.15 More
recently, World Order (2014) offers a more global and historical perspective
on Kissinger’s traditional themes, including war, peace, and the balance of
power in the international system.16

Why Study “Kissinger the Negotiator”?

Given Kissinger’s experience and extensive written work, studying his
foreign policy thinking and statesmanship makes evident sense. But what,
exactly, is the case for analyzing Kissinger the negotiator? What did his
major negotiations actually demonstrate or achieve to merit careful analysis
so many years after the fact? And beyond historical interest, what might
such episodes teach us that will be of value to present and future
negotiators?

Our answer to these questions calls for glancing back at the world that
confronted Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger (and, later, Gerald Ford)
mainly between 1969 and 1976. By design, the thumbnail sketches that
follow are not full accounts of events during this period, but they should help
readers recall key challenges that set up the critical negotiations we later
analyze in this book.17 The sketches only highlight what Kissinger and his
colleagues accomplished in each negotiation; in subsequent chapters, we
explain how he did it and discuss the broader lessons.

The Cold War
Appointed in 1969 as President Nixon’s national security advisor,

Kissinger confronted a potentially existential threat: The United States and
the Soviet Union had for decades been locked in a simmering and dangerous
Cold War. More than thirty-seven thousand nuclear weapons, many on hair-



trigger alert, were aimed at each other. Europe was divided, as was Berlin, in
a hostile standoff between Eastern and Western blocs linked to rival military
alliances, the Warsaw Pact and NATO. At the same time, the Soviets were
supplying North Vietnam with extensive armaments used to kill thousands of
Americans during the bitter Vietnam War.

Against this menacing backdrop, Kissinger made major contributions to
negotiating improved relations with the Soviet Union through a policy of
“détente,” that is, a lessening of U.S.-Soviet tensions across a broad front,
and forged the first major nuclear arms control deal (SALT I) between the
superpowers.

A Hostile United States–China Relationship
For twenty years, the United States had neither recognized nor had

meaningful contact with the People’s Republic of China, whose troops had
fought American soldiers in Korea, a nation that later supported North
Vietnam with war matériel and advisors. As Kissinger put it, “For twenty
years, US policymakers considered China as a brooding, chaotic, fanatical,
and alien realm difficult to comprehend and impossible to sway.”18 China
routinely validated such impressions with fire-breathing rhetoric. For
instance, in May 1969, during Nixon’s first year in office, an article by
Chairman Mao Zedong was entitled “People of the World, Unite and Defeat
the U.S. Aggressors and All Their Running Dogs.”19

Working closely with President Nixon, Kissinger secretly opened
negotiations with Chinese leaders Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai in 1971.20

Though bitterly controversial at the time, especially among American
conservatives, this process was key to developing an opening to China in
1972 that paved the way toward American recognition of and increasing
engagement with over a billion Chinese citizens of the People’s Republic.

The War in Vietnam
By 1969, the bloody war in Vietnam had already cost some 36,000

American lives, led to a far larger number of Vietnamese deaths, and
effectively ended Lyndon Johnson’s presidency. Widespread campus
demonstrations and antiwar protests across the country, sometimes violent,
underscored the views of nearly two-thirds of Americans polled in August
1968 who had come to believe that sending troops to Vietnam had been a
mistake.21 Under intense domestic pressure, Nixon was committed to rapidly



drawing down American forces in Indochina. From almost 550,000 troops
when he took office, more than 200,000 were withdrawn between 1969 and
1970. In 1972, total U.S. troop strength in Vietnam fell by 95 percent below
its peak to less than 25,000.22 As Kissinger began negotiating, the pace of the
American military withdrawal accelerated—and North Vietnam knew it. The
North’s unalterable negotiating position during a process that began in 1969
was that the United States itself had to topple the South Vietnamese
government (its putative ally) and then withdraw. During the negotiations,
U.S. Army general Vernon Walters observed the main North Vietnamese
negotiator, Le Duc Tho, “standing at the top of the [Paris] villa steps,
smiling triumphantly down at Kissinger [saying,] ‘I really don’t know why I
am negotiating anything with you. I have just spent several hours with
Senator [George] McGovern and your opposition will force you to give me
what I want.’”23 Meanwhile, South Vietnam’s leaders would staunchly
oppose any deal in which American troops returned home.

A complex of factors led to the end of the Vietnam War, including what
we analyze as a “multifront negotiation campaign” that was orchestrated by
Henry Kissinger and Richard Nixon. Kissinger dealt directly with Le Duc
Tho, his North Vietnamese counterpart, in Paris. Kissinger also negotiated to
improve American relations with the Soviets and Chinese, pressing both
Communist giants directly and indirectly to curtail their support for North
Vietnam. These talks came to involve West Germany and Western Europe,
too. The resulting Paris Peace Accords in 1973 meant that fighting would
cease, prisoners of war would be released, U.S. troops would be withdrawn,
and the South Vietnamese government would remain, ultimately to take part
in new elections. (Of course, with Watergate, Nixon’s resignation, and the
U.S. unwillingness and/or inability to enforce the deal, North Vietnam soon
violated this agreement and South Vietnam fell to the North in April 1975.)

The 1973 Arab-Israeli War
In October 1973, surprise attacks by Egypt and Syria on Israel on the

holiest day of the Jewish year (and in the Muslim holy month of Ramadan)
unexpectedly showed Israeli military vulnerability. Arab forces made
unprecedented advances, which included the Egyptian army’s crossing of the
Suez Canal. With Kissinger as secretary of state, an emergency U.S. effort
resupplied the Israel Defense Forces, enabling Israel to regain its balance
and to counterattack. Up to that time, the Soviet Union had enjoyed a strong



position in the Middle East, with important Arab states as clients, among
them Egypt and Syria. The Soviets also resupplied their allies, threatening
direct intervention and sharp escalation if Israel continued its march toward
Cairo and Damascus. A superpower confrontation loomed.

Through sustained shuttle diplomacy, Kissinger was instrumental in
negotiating disengagement accords between Egypt and Israel and Syria and
Israel in late 1973 and early 1974. These agreements have, for the most part,
held to this day. Kissinger undertook these negotiations with the conscious
objective of severely curtailing Soviet influence in the Middle East, a result
that largely continued for more than forty years (until Russia’s September
2015 entry into Syria’s civil war).

Southern Africa
With Soviet support and an influx of Cuban troops into Angola in the

mid-1970s, the mineral-rich countries of Southern Africa seemed at risk of
falling into the Soviet orbit and becoming a major front in the Cold War.
Given the searing American experience in Vietnam, there was no stomach
for countervailing U.S. military action or even aid; Congress had quickly
outlawed a covert U.S. response to the Cuban and Soviet actions. Deeply
complicating matters, both Rhodesia and South Africa, likely important to
countering the Soviet and Cuban moves, were governed by white-minority
regimes with significant American political support, especially in
conservative quarters. After Rhodesia had illegally declared its
independence from Britain in 1965, the United Kingdom had tried over
several years, but utterly failed, to persuade Ian Smith, leader of Rhodesia’s
white-minority government, even to consider majority rule for the six
million black Africans under the control of fewer than three hundred
thousand whites. (For example, the Rhodesian constitution mandated that the
legislative assembly have fifty European members and sixteen African
members, only half of whom could be directly elected.24)

In a little known 1976 initiative—one we analyze in some detail in the
chapters that follow—Henry Kissinger negotiated with a range of African
states, both radical and moderate. In so doing, he persuaded a deeply
recalcitrant Rhodesia finally to accept the principle of black-majority rule
within a two-year period. In particular, he convinced South Africa to exert
powerful pressure on Rhodesia for this purpose—despite South Africa’s own
white-minority rule and the fact that such pressure would surely boomerang.
These negotiations were carried out in a manner that significantly helped



contain the Cuban and Soviet presence in Angola, ultimately paved the way
for Rhodesia (later Zimbabwe) to gain its independence, helped to avert a
feared “race war” in the region, and arguably moved South Africa a
significant step closer to black-majority rule.

Looking back at this substantial record of diplomatic accomplishment
(with respect to détente, arms control, China, Vietnam, the Middle East, and
Southern Africa), we were intrigued at what a closer examination might
reveal: How did Kissinger prepare, design, and conduct these complex high-
wire negotiations? What aspects of his approach to negotiation (its
underlying logic, strategies, and tactics) could be valuable in meeting today’s
negotiation challenges, both public and private?

Naturally we do not claim that negotiation by itself, in the narrow sense
of the term, produced these results; many complementary policies and
actions were involved. Nor would we claim that one man’s actions were
fully responsible. Other parties, as well as chance, plainly influenced
outcomes.25 Given these caveats, we explore Kissinger’s actions and writings
for insights into overcoming high barriers to desirable agreements. With
these insights, we aim to develop better analysis and more potent
prescriptions to help individual negotiators realize superior results.26

What Do We Mean by “Negotiation”?

In shorthand, we might characterize bilateral or multilateral “negotiation” in
the context of international relations as the dealmaking subset of diplomacy
and foreign policy. To fall into this category, a negotiator must, at a
minimum, have a target agreement in mind among parties that often see
things differently and have conflicting interests.

Caveat: common usage and the bulk of contemporary academic work
on negotiation often have a narrow focus on the purely “talking part” of the
process, or interpersonal moves mainly “at the table.” This typically means
face-to-face communication, empathy, assertiveness, persuasive argument,
body language, dealing with cross-cultural and personality differences,
patterns of offers and counteroffers, and the like.27 Consistent with a more
expansive tradition of negotiation research, however, Kissinger’s negotiating
strategy and tactics also encompass moves “away from the table” taken to
enhance the odds of a better outcome.28 For example, such moves can entail



actions to include or exclude parties from the process, to build or break
coalitions, and to enhance or worsen the consequences of impasse.

Seeking to cleanly distinguish this broader conception of negotiation
from “statecraft” or “diplomacy” can quickly become a pointless exercise in
semantics. The lines among these closely related activities become blurry at
best, and usage varies widely. As a result, and in line with Kissinger’s
writings and practice, we consistently adopt an expansive view of
“negotiation,” including actions taken both at and away from the table
intended to induce agreement on desirable terms. In many books and
articles, Kissinger’s negotiations constitute a necessary subplot of the larger
statecraft-focused story; in this book, we invert the perspective, focusing on
his negotiations, broadly construed, with the larger story as backdrop.

The Plan of This Book

Our quest, then, is to crystallize, learn from, and evaluate the relevance of
Kissinger’s approach to negotiation. To do so, we draw mainly on accounts
of the episodes just sketched out, filling in context as needed, but mostly
without presenting detailed case studies.

To convey a more granular sense of Henry Kissinger as negotiator,
however, we begin the next section by exploring his negotiations in Southern
Africa toward the end of the Ford administration, in 1976. Though
celebrated at the time, these complex talks we’ve briefly referenced here are
much less well known today than his dealings with the Soviets, Chinese,
North Vietnamese, or various players in the Middle East. Initially spurred by
Cold War concerns with Soviet and Cuban moves into Angola, Kissinger’s
diplomacy in Southern Africa was directed at ending firmly entrenched
white-minority rule in what became Zimbabwe and Namibia—a perhaps
surprising initiative for a Republican administration.

We use these negotiations in Southern Africa, intriguing in themselves,
to introduce and illustrate a number of prescriptive insights suggested by
Kissinger’s strategy and tactics. At several points during the next three
chapters, we step outside the narrative, by means of shaded boxes containing
broader observations about Kissinger’s approach to negotiation. After
analyzing the Southern Africa talks, we develop and generalize most of these
insights in separate chapters, with illustrations from a range of Kissinger’s



other dealings. Finally, we evaluate these generalizations for their relevance
to current negotiations in diplomacy and other realms.

By the end of this book, readers will have encountered a range of
dauntingly complex and often fascinating negotiations. Learning how
Kissinger cracked many of these cases provides insights that can sharply
improve negotiated results in challenging situations. Such insights include:
 

what it actually means to be “strategic” in negotiation;
how to realistically assess whether an agreement potentially exists;
how a “wide-angle lens” and game-changing moves away from the
negotiating table can create the space for a deal and enable favorable
outcomes at the table;
how careful sequencing, coalition building, and handling those who
would block a deal are keys to multiparty effectiveness;
the importance of truly understanding, reading, and building rapport
with your counterparts;
how assertiveness and empathy can be productively combined;
how to act opportunistically as circumstances shift while maintaining a
strategic perspective;
how dogged persistence rather than blinding insights is often the
essential ingredient for success; and
effective, and ineffective, ways to make proposals, frame concessions,
build credibility, utilize “constructive ambiguity,” embark on shuttles
among the parties rather than deal with them together, and opt for open
versus secret talks.

Throughout this book, readers will see the value of Kissinger’s practice
of repeatedly zooming out to the strategic and zooming in to the
interpersonal. Yet underlying our exploration of these many facets of
negotiation will be a sobering truth: the techniques of reaching agreement,
however creative, depend for their ultimate success on the accuracy of
underlying assumptions about the world, judgments about the parties’ real
interests, and in-depth knowledge of history, politics, economics, and
culture. Process insights in the service of flawed objectives or divorced from
an understanding of the true situation are unlikely to yield much of value. By
studying a great negotiator like Kissinger, however, we can learn to be far



more effective in the business, legal, and government negotiations we
conduct in our professional lives.



I

How Kissinger Negotiates: The Forgotten
Case of Southern Africa



1

Crafting a Negotiating Strategy*

It would not have been predicted by any observer of American politics that a Republican
administration would take the lead in bringing about the breakthrough to majority rule in
Southern Africa. Majority rule had been a liberal cause, never translated into an operational
policy.1

—HENRY KISSINGER

“I don’t believe in black majority rule ever in Rhodesia, not in a thousand
years.” Thus vowed Ian Smith, Rhodesia’s white prime minister, on March
20, 1976.2 Outnumbered twenty-two to one in that Southern African country,
some 270,000 whites had defiantly ruled over 6 million blacks since Smith
unilaterally declared Rhodesia’s “independence” from Great Britain just over
a decade earlier.

Since “independence,” which no other country in the world had
recognized, intensive British diplomatic efforts at the highest levels had
utterly failed to persuade the intransigent Smith to accept black-majority
rule. (At the time, the Rhodesian constitution effectively gave full legislative
control to the small white, European minority.) Despite this history, Henry
Kissinger had initiated complex coalitional negotiations in the region during
the waning years of Gerald Ford’s administration. Scarcely six months after
Smith’s “not in a thousand years” declaration, Kissinger had orchestrated an
about-face by the Rhodesian prime minister. Stunning his white countrymen,
and a world audience, Smith made a televised announcement accepting the
principle of majority rule for his country, to take effect within two years.3

More surprising was how Kissinger had engineered Smith’s turnabout.
By delicately working with both moderate and radical black African states,
he had persuaded a most reluctant South Africa, that “citadel of apartheid,”



to apply decisive pressure on neighboring Rhodesia to abandon its policy of
white-minority rule.4 Remarkably, South Africa agreed to bring this pressure
despite the plain fact that, if Rhodesia capitulated, antiapartheid forces
would (and later did) shift their energies toward South Africa, the major
remaining white-ruled state in the region.

At the time, this was big news. Time magazine’s cover story on October
11, 1976, lauded Henry Kissinger’s “dazzling diplomatic foray into Southern
Africa,” which had “raised the possibility that Rhodesia, as well as much of
the rest of Southern Africa, might be poised on the brink of peace instead of
a race war that was once thought inevitable.”5 Along with much of the
world’s press, the British Observer gushed that this intricately
choreographed process represented “a staggering diplomatic coup” in a
“seemingly intractable crisis.”6

Though Ian Smith’s reversal would prove pivotal, black-majority rule in
Rhodesia would not come on Kissinger’s watch. When Gerald Ford lost the
1976 presidential election soon after Smith’s announcement, Kissinger
became a lame duck, departing as secretary of state in 1977. This effectively
ended his role in the negotiations, which stalled, triggering an upsurge in
guerrilla fighting and diplomatic activity. Majority rule in Rhodesia, later
known as Zimbabwe, became a reality only with a 1979 agreement that
largely followed the Kissinger blueprint and was forged under British
leadership at London’s Lancaster House.

Many of us remember the worldwide celebration and 1993 Nobel Prize
when Nelson Mandela, with F. W. de Klerk, ended apartheid in South Africa
and launched black-majority rule in that country. Yet Kissinger’s diplomatic
push some seventeen years earlier to achieve majority rule in neighboring
Rhodesia has mostly been forgotten, perhaps as a result of his higher profile
actions elsewhere or since the disastrous thirty-seven-year reign of Robert
Mugabe, Zimbabwe’s first president, has eclipsed that long-ago moment of
hope when democratic principle triumphed over white-minority rule. As
some suggest, however, Kissinger’s prior negotiations helped set the stage
for the ultimate end of apartheid in South Africa.

By the start of his negotiations over Rhodesia, Henry Kissinger had
confronted a range of negotiating challenges over almost eight years under
two presidents. These included the opening to China, the end to the Vietnam
War, détente and arms control with the Soviets, and lasting disengagement
accords among Egypt, Israel, and Syria following their 1973 war. Yet, in the



last volume of his memoirs, Years of Renewal, Kissinger startled the authors
of this book by declaring, “Of all the negotiations I conducted, by far the
most complex was the one over majority rule in Southern Africa.”7 Indeed,
the book devotes 157 pages over five chapters to these events.8 After
studying Kissinger’s own account, interviewing him, and delving into many
other descriptions and analyses of this case, we reached two conclusions.9

First, while these negotiations remain far less familiar than many of
Kissinger’s other dealings, a highly abbreviated version makes for a
captivating story today: historically significant, populated by memorable
characters, and worth telling for its intrinsic interest.

Second, and at the heart of this book, the Rhodesia episode serves as an
excellent vehicle to introduce and illustrate key characteristics of the
Kissinger negotiation approach that we analyze more deeply in later
chapters. Press accounts cite Kissinger’s “splendid diplomatic skill in
loosely assembling the black and white pieces of the Rhodesian puzzle”
(Washington Post), his “uncanny understanding of the realities of power,”
and “his shrewd timing” (Time).10 Yet such fulsome praise tells us absolutely
nothing about the actual logic, strategy, and tactics of his negotiation
approach, which we seek to illuminate in the analysis that follows.

* * *

We have already referred to Southern Africa, the region, and to South Africa,
the country. To clarify, Kissinger’s negotiations focused on three white-ruled
entities. (See Figure 1.1.) In 1975, these included:
 

South Africa—an increasingly isolated but regionally dominant
country in which some 4 million whites, among a population of roughly
22 million at the time, had instituted apartheid, a policy of harsh and
brutal segregation by race that imposed severe civil, legal, and
economic restrictions on nonwhites and denied them many rights
afforded to white citizens.
Rhodesia—a former British colony later known as Zimbabwe, in
which, as noted, some 270,000 whites controlled some 6 million black
Africans. Rhodesia had illegally declared independence in 1965 under



the leadership of Ian Smith, a Royal Air Force fighter pilot in World
War II. No other country had recognized this defiant pariah state, which
was subject to comprehensive UN economic sanctions and under
increasing military pressure from guerrilla forces seeking to topple its
white supremacist regime.

Figure 1.1
 

Namibia—a former German colony known earlier as South West
Africa. Namibia was administered by South Africa under a limited
mandate from the League of Nations after World War I. While the
United Nations revoked this mandate in 1966, South Africa continued
to govern this large territory of fewer than a million inhabitants as its de
facto “fifth province.”

Fears of an African Front in the Cold War, Crisis in Angola, and the
Failure of a Covert Response



Dramatic photos of helicopters evacuating desperate Vietnamese and
Americans from Saigon on April 29, 1975, dominated U.S. front pages as a
brewing crisis in Southern Africa began to engage the White House.
Relatively neglected by American diplomacy, this region assumed a new
importance during the final eighteen months of the (Republican) Ford
administration in 1975 and 1976 as Angola and Mozambique, both newly
independent from Portugal, began to fall under Marxist sway.

The first indication that the Cold War might be coming to Southern
Africa occurred in 1974, when a left-wing coup in Portugal spurred the
demise of that country’s colonial domination of Mozambique. An indigenous
Marxist group rapidly gained power in that East African country, which
declared independence in 1975. On an April state visit to Washington,
Zambian president Kenneth Kaunda warned of a growing Marxist
insurgency in neighboring Angola as the Portuguese colonial power departed
that nation. This Angolan insurgent group had increasingly been supported
by significant military aid from the Soviet Union and what would ultimately
amount to some twenty thousand Cuban combat troops. In some sense, these
movements were merely part of a larger pattern; many other African
countries had been ousting their former European colonial masters since
Ghana gained its independence in 1957. But through Washington’s Cold War
eyes, by early 1976, two important coastal nations in Southern Africa,
Angola on the west coast and Mozambique on the east, were fast falling
under Soviet and Cuban influence.

In the contest for influence and resources that characterized the Cold
War, a Soviet-sponsored Cuban alliance with African Marxists alarmed
Kissinger and Ford as well as many leaders of newly decolonized African
nations in this region from Tanzania and Zambia to the white regimes of
Rhodesia and South Africa. Unless effectively opposed, Soviet-Cuban
insurrections could spread via direct intervention and the support of favored
guerrilla groups in different countries. (See Figure 1.2, which also shows the
“Frontline States” that surrounded white-ruled Rhodesia.) Even if the prime
targets of such guerrilla groups were the white-ruled regimes, their presence
in neighboring countries, such as Zambia and Tanzania, could destabilize
and even overthrow such fragile “host” governments. U.S. inaction could
cede dominant influence over this mineral-rich region to the Soviets. More
broadly, Ford and Kissinger judged that an ineffectual U.S. response would



vividly demonstrate the post-Vietnam loss of American will, in the midst of
the Cold War that then dominated geopolitics.

Figure 1.2: White-Ruled and “Frontline” States, plus Angola (1975)

Beyond geopolitics, there was widespread, almost fatalistic, talk about a
coming “race war” in Southern Africa, especially in Rhodesia. For example,
a 1976 Associated Press dispatch stated, “Most worrying to whites is the
prospect that Soviet arms and Cuban troops in Angola might be used in
Rhodesia to back militant black movements in a conflict that could spill over
borders to engulf the entire region. Neighboring black-ruled states—
Tanzania, Angola, Mozambique, and Zambia—all have warned a racial
‘bloodbath’ is imminent in Rhodesia.”11 Even with respect to the prospect of
black rule in that country, the normally sober diplomat George Kennan
raised the specter “of some form of genocide” for whites and “a cost in
bloodshed so appalling as to rock the stability of international life.”12

As will increasingly become evident, Kissinger had multiple, entangled
motives for acting in Southern Africa: to prevent Cold War rivals from



dominating the region, to advance democratic principles by promoting
black-majority rule, and to avert a race war. There is little doubt that his
early actions prioritized Cold War geopolitics: to counter the Soviets and
Cubans in Angola, he orchestrated a covert military operation with French
help. While he kept Congress quietly informed, public revelation of these
covert plans rapidly led to a U.S. law banning them entirely. With Watergate,
Nixon’s resignation, and the searing Vietnam experience fresh in American
minds, such a congressional response should hardly have been surprising. In
any event, with the covert route firmly blocked and military options
effectively off the table, Kissinger was left to ponder how the United States
could use diplomatic power to achieve its objectives in Southern Africa.

An Alternative Strategy: Negotiation to Hasten Majority Rule
Kissinger came to believe that the Soviet/Cuban threat could be

weakened if American diplomacy persuaded the nations of Southern Africa
to rebuff any foreign intervention in the region. As he observed, “If we
wanted to resist future Soviet and Cuban adventures in Southern Africa and
to reduce and expel Soviet and Cuban influence there—as we had in the
Middle East—our policy would have to reflect the aspirations of the vast
majority of the continent.”13 These strongly held aspirations included the end
of white-minority rule in Rhodesia, South West Africa/Namibia, and
eventually in South Africa itself.

Existing moderate American policy toward Rhodesia and South Africa
had been (insensitively) dubbed the “Tar Baby option.”14 The secret Nixon
administration document that adopted this policy in 1969 noted that “We
would maintain public opposition to racial repression but relax political
isolation and economic restrictions on the white [ruled] states.”15 Kissinger’s
new approach (persuading states in the region to rebuff foreign intervention)
would require abandoning the “Tar Baby option”—insensitively named for
the Uncle Remus story about an approach that ensnares an adversary—in
favor of actively supporting black-majority rule in Rhodesia and Namibia.16

To further this goal, Kissinger hoped to orchestrate negotiations that
would put Rhodesia and Namibia on a clear path to black-majority rule on
fixed timetables. Apart from South Africa, all states in the region
passionately desired this outcome. Yet it had long seemed completely out of
reach, despite the fact that by the 1960s, Britain, the United States, and other
global powers firmly supported an end to white-minority rule in Africa.



Since 1965, in line with its policy of not granting independence to its
colonies until the white colonial minority ceded electoral power to the
majority, Britain had actively sought to persuade the white Rhodesian
regime not to declare independence and to accept black-majority rule.
Dramatizing British power, Prime Minister Harold Wilson twice summoned
Ian Smith, in 1966 and 1968, to the decks of two British warships, the
Fearless and the Tiger, for direct, high-level negotiations. These talks utterly
failed, leading the British to largely abandon their efforts and want nothing
more to do with Smith.17 Whether from conviction or bluster, Rhodesian
prime minister Smith’s uncompromising position—no black-majority rule in
Rhodesia “in a thousand years”—reflected the reality that, if the black
majority ruled in Rhodesia, the political, judicial, and economic power
enjoyed by the white minority would inevitably suffer. (As late as March 22,
1976, British prime minister James Callaghan unveiled a new proposal
whose principal feature was a “precise timetable for majority rule within
eighteen to twenty-four months.” Though Kissinger supported the proposal
as “constructive,” Ian Smith rejected it within twenty-four hours.)18

How to Negotiate with Ian Smith
Pause with us for a moment, and imagine how one might most

effectively negotiate with Ian Smith, Rhodesia’s white leader, to persuade
him to accept majority rule within two years. Naturally, one would look into
Smith’s background, finding that he was born in 1919 to Scottish immigrants
on a farm in Rhodesia; that he preferred sports to academics in school; that
he was downed twice and injured as a British Royal Air Force pilot in the
Second World War, his face partially paralyzed into what many observers
saw as a permanently stern expression. Smith entered politics, declared
Rhodesia independent from British colonial rule, styled his renegade
government as a “front line against international Communism,” and
professed that “The white man is master of Rhodesia. He has built it, and he
intends to keep it.”19 And, as Kissinger observed, the British “detested Ian
Smith, believing he had deceived and embarrassed them, first by declaring
independence and then in the course of a number of stalemated
negotiations.”20

Assuming one enriched this skeletal profile of Smith with deeper
psychological and background research, what negotiating approach would
offer the best chances for success? Following the lead of British diplomats



and the prime minister himself over the decade since Rhodesia declared
independence, a merely competent negotiator facing this challenge might
start by setting up a high-stakes meeting with Ian Smith in a carefully chosen
location. Then, face-to-face with Smith, by some combination of flattery, a
steely gaze, vague warnings or threats, historical argument, and a silver
tongue, our negotiator might seek to persuade the defiant leader to offer
some form of majority rule to Rhodesia’s black citizens.

Not Henry Kissinger. During a news conference on September 5, 1976,
when asked about even the “possibility of meeting” with Smith, Kissinger
replied, “I have no present plans to meet with Mr. Smith and this would
depend entirely on assurance that a successful outcome of the negotiations
will occur.”21 His blunt assessment: “All previous efforts had failed because
they had started with negotiations with this representative of a white
minority that had no conceivable incentive to abandon its dominance.”22

COMMON APPROACH: To this day, even experienced dealmakers often see the essence of negotiation
as carefully setting up a meeting and persuasively making the best case for their desired deal.
This is the “direct” approach—adopted by the British and rejected by Kissinger in many
situations. It will often fail if the parties lack incentives to say yes to the deal you seek.

BROADER NEGOTIATION INSIGHT: Decide when and under what circumstances you should meet with your
counterpart. Assess key barriers to agreement and consider direct versus indirect approaches to
overcoming those obstacles. Equating negotiation with merely “talking at the table” often risks
failure, depending on the barriers to agreement. These can take many forms: economic (e.g.,
your counterpart has a better offer), psychological (e.g., there exists distrust, dislike, poor
communication, or egotism), tactical (e.g., one party makes hardball moves, tells lies), setup
related (e.g., key allies are not involved, self-interested agents selectively filter information),
and so on.23 A fundamental barrier to Smith’s agreement: A “yes” to majority rule meant a
grave loss of power and wealth for his white constituents, while a “no” gave whites a fighting
chance to preserve their privileged status. Given this barrier, any successful negotiating strategy
had to make “yes” more attractive to Smith, “no” costlier, or both. To accomplish this,
Kissinger chose an “indirect” approach, acting “away from the table” to favorably orchestrate
incentives and penalties. While direct persuasive efforts play a vital role, Kissinger, like other
highly effective negotiators, often looks imaginatively beyond the table to set up more
promising situations before even meeting with counterparts.



Assessing the Situation: Parties, Interests, Resources, and Barriers
Mindful that his would be the first substantive (non-ceremonial) visit to

Southern Africa by a U.S. secretary of state in American history, Kissinger
pragmatically assessed the situation, especially the interests of the varied
stakeholders, his resources in a potential negotiation, and the barriers to be
overcome. Here in the next six paragraphs in his own words, is his
assessment:

“Before launching ourselves into Africa, we needed to distill a strategy
from the partially overlapping, partially incompatible objectives of the
various parties. Our principal asset was that the African states themselves
were urging us to become involved while the white minority governments
trusted us more than any other country or, for that matter, any alternative
leadership group in the United States. As for the other parties or potential
parties:
 

The “Frontline States”—that is, the countries bordering or close to
Rhodesia: Mozambique, Zambia, Tanzania, and Botswana—on whose
territory the guerrillas were organizing, were the conduit for arms from
outside the continent and for foreign advisers or Cuban troops. [See
map.] But their leaders also knew that the Rhodesian forces were well
armed and tough. A war would be costly and might well end with the
guerrilla forces ceasing to be guests and instead dominating the host
country.
The other African states, less immediately engaged, supported majority
rule in principle but were prepared to cooperate in preventing the
continent from becoming a battleground of the Cold War.
South Africa [longtime supporter of Rhodesia] feared that armed
struggle in Rhodesia might turn into the prelude to an assault against
South Africa itself. At the same time, all the Frontline States recognized
that South African assistance was indispensable to a Rhodesian
solution, for, without it, the transition would be bloody, the outcome
uncertain, and the radicalization of the whole region inevitable.
For Britain, Rhodesia represented a painful reminder of the diminution
of its international status. Britain’s inability to force Rhodesia into
submission weakened its effort to develop a new African role based on
cooperation with its former colonies. It explains as well the personal



hatred many British leaders felt for Ian Smith, which complicated and
often frustrated British dealings with him.
As for the Rhodesian authorities, they had the least to gain.  .  .  .
Whatever guarantees of minority rights might be associated with
majority rule, the position of the European population would inevitably
atrophy.  .  .  . The Ian Smith authorities could be induced to settle only
by having it brought home to them that the policy we were fashioning
was the least distasteful of the painful choices before them.”24

From this assessment of the African and British parties, Kissinger
crystallized a key part of the negotiating challenge: “This maze of
incommensurables—that those with power had no legitimacy and those with
legitimacy no power, that the passions of the parties were matched by their
distrust of each other—defined both the limits of our African strategy and its
prospects.”25

Finally, Kissinger had to consider the politically treacherous division on
the home front. In the United States, the hard-fought advancement of civil
rights over the previous fifteen years made minority-white-ruled regimes and
apartheid especially controversial. Believing that the increased pressure of
sanctions would hasten the demise of apartheid, one group in Congress and
beyond, generally liberal in political orientation, advocated more isolation
and pressure. An opposing group, generally conservative, strongly opposed
any U.S. efforts to weaken white-minority regimes in Southern Africa. Some
members of this group believed that the normalization of relations with
South Africa would over time moderate the white-minority government’s
policies. Sanctions and excessive pressure on these regimes, this more
conservative group argued, risked abandoning whites to what could easily
devolve into a bloody race war, the emergence of countries hostile to the
West, and regional anarchy.

This long-standing divide in U.S. politics took on new intensity as
imminent Republican primaries in 1976 pitted conservative icon Ronald
Reagan against Gerald Ford, the incumbent president who had succeeded
Richard Nixon. Already suspicious of Kissinger, détente with the Soviets,
and the opening to China, many Republican primary voters opposed policies
that seemed to favor black-majority rule in Rhodesia and South Africa. Yet
Kissinger had a stalwart backer in President Ford, who consistently took the



high ground: “I cannot judge whether the political impact will be good or
bad. But we must do this because it is the right thing to do.”26

BROADER NEGOTIATION INSIGHT: To craft a strategy, employ a “wide-angle lens” to assess the full set of
potentially relevant parties. Many negotiators think too narrowly about the parties to a
negotiation, limiting their focus to those people necessary to sign an agreement or their direct
agents. By contrast, before Kissinger settled on a negotiating strategy, he thoroughly assessed
the situation, especially the full set of potentially involved and influential parties from key
nations (Rhodesia, South Africa, the Frontline States, and elsewhere in Africa, and from
Britain, France, and the United States, both in and outside the government). Even if his target
deal was with the Rhodesians, his party assessment was much broader. Not only did it include
“external” parties, but also “internal” U.S. parties. In particular, Kissinger made sure that his
boss, the president, was part of the assessment and was fully behind his efforts.



Figure 1.3: Some key leaders in the Southern Africa negotiations27

From this assessment of the parties and their interests, Kissinger needed
to craft a strategy that would overcome the reason for prior failures:
“Previous efforts had failed because they could not generate the balance of
rewards and penalties to reconcile the conflicting motivations comprising the
cauldron of Southern Africa.”28 (For reference, Figure 1.3 displays key
parties in this negotiation.)

A Seven-Part Negotiation Strategy



To generate the favorable balance of rewards and penalties that had eluded
prior negotiators, Kissinger began to develop “a coherent strategy for
breaking the deadlock once and for all.”29 The strategy to guide his actions
(in close concert with his handpicked team) encompassed seven broad
elements, which Kissinger outlines:30

 

1. It would offer “the front-line states a shortcut to majority rule by
throwing the weight of American diplomacy behind their goals. They
would be spared the destruction attendant on a prolonged struggle and
the risk to their domestic stability of establishing large guerrilla units on
their soil.” In return, Kissinger would insist “that they keep foreign
forces out of the conflict, assume responsibility for the negotiating
positions of the Rhodesian liberation movements, and guarantee [white]
minority rights.”

2. Kissinger would work “closely with moderate African leaders,
especially in Kenya, Zaire, Senegal, and the Ivory Coast, to help shape
a consensus in the [Organization of African Unity] OAU supportive of
our policies and to protect the frontline Presidents from radical African
and international pressures.”

3. Kissinger would count “on Britain to reenter the diplomacy in Southern
Africa and to play an important role in the constitutional conference
that would be the culmination of the breakthrough we hoped to
achieve.”

4. To South Africa’s leaders, Kissinger would convey “that they would be
given a responsible role in helping shape an Africa of peace, stability,
and racial justice. South Africa would be treated as a valuable
interlocutor and given a breathing space in dealing with its own
problems provided it helped move Southern Africa toward a new
political dispensation.” But, Kissinger emphasized, we would make “it
very clear that our support of majority rule did not stop at the borders of
South Africa.”

5. As just noted with respect to Rhodesian leader Ian Smith, Kissinger
observed, “All previous efforts had failed because they had started with
negotiations with this representative of a white minority that had no
conceivable incentive to abandon its dominance. We therefore proposed
to deal with Smith only after the other parties’ commitments had been
agreed. We could do nothing about the reality that Smith and his



European minority had little to gain from our diplomacy. But we
proposed to ease the transition by treating him with respect. I had no
record with him either for good or ill and considered him a problem to
be dealt with rather than an enemy to be overcome.”31

6. Kissinger planned to engage France, the “European country with
perhaps the strongest continuing involvement in Africa . . . The French
President [Giscard d’Estaing] strongly supported [this] policy  .  .  . The
task of relating Africa to the West, Giscard argued, was too great for the
United States acting alone; there should be a division of labor. The
United States should handle the diplomacy leading toward majority rule
in Southern Africa. Britain should make itself responsible for the  .  .  .
[final and formal] negotiations; and he, Giscard, was prepared to put
forward a joint Western program for the economic development
designed to rally the moderate states, the program’s principal
beneficiaries.”32

7. Finally, throughout this process, Kissinger would maintain a focus on
the domestic front: “As we ventured into heretofore uncharted territory,
we made a major effort to build domestic support.”33 This involved
extended consultations with Congress, meetings with influential
African American leaders, and, critically, nurturing and relying on
support from the most important relationship of all for a U.S. secretary
of state: the president.

This is hardly a case of “making it up as you go along.” Indeed,
Kissinger’s carefully conceptualized strategy for an ultimate deal with Smith
leading to all-party talks involves what we might describe as a “multifront
negotiation campaign” implicitly designed to overcome the barriers he had
identified in his assessment.34 Subsidiary negotiations involving many
different parties and interests would be carefully sequenced to culminate in a
powerful de facto coalition that Smith could not ultimately resist. If
Kissinger’s approach played out as planned, “no” would cease to be a viable
option for Rhodesia’s Ian Smith. Time and again, we observe Kissinger
“zooming out” to this strategic conception even as he “zooms in” to his
individual counterparts.

A simplified version of how Kissinger intended to sequence several key
elements of the strategy detailed above would be to:
 



1. obtain a domestic mandate for the approach;
2. consult with Britain and secure agreement on its provisional role in the

negotiations;
3. bring Frontline States on board;
4. pitch the more distant African states;
5. persuade South Africa to pressure Rhodesia;
6. negotiate with Rhodesia to accept the principle of majority rule with a

timetable; and
7. finalize British support and rely on the United Kingdom to orchestrate a

conference at which all the relevant parties would negotiate the full
regional terms of accompanying black-majority rule in Rhodesia and
the creation of its newly independent successor state, Zimbabwe.

Figure 1.4: Planned Negotiation Strategy (simplified)

Figure 1.4, in which we have somewhat arbitrarily divided the planned
negotiation into four major phases, underscores the importance to Kissinger
of careful sequencing and coalitional sophistication.

BROADER NEGOTIATION INSIGHT: “Map backward” from your target deal to design a sequential
“negotiation campaign.”35 With a target agreement in mind between you and a key party, decide



whether a direct or indirect approach would be more promising. If you opt for an indirect
approach, consider orchestrating a sequence of negotiations that puts in place the most
promising possible setup for your ultimate negotiation with the key party. To help determine
that sequence, “map backward” from the key party to figure out whose prior support would be
most valuable to have when you negotiate with that key party. Then map backward from that
next-to-last stage to determine how best to put that support in place—and so on. In the case of
Ian Smith, an indirect approach was required that would worsen the consequences of his saying
“no to majority rule.” To set up the most promising ultimate negotiation with Smith, consider
“mapping backward” from that final stage to determine what conditions would have to be in
place to maximize the chances of his saying “yes.” For Kissinger, this meant getting the South
Africans, the Frontline States, Britain, and the United States on board in order to put
meaningful pressure on Smith. South Africa was the key to this sequence. Thus, Kissinger in
effect also mapped backward from South Africa (specifically, its prime minister John Vorster)
to determine what conditions would ideally be in place to induce a “yes” from South Africa to
pressure Smith—and so on, until the most promising sequential campaign was clear.

While Kissinger would be the principal soloist and conductor for this
sequential negotiation campaign, orchestrating such a complex strategy
required a skilled ensemble. Following the failure of his covert Angola
initiative, Kissinger had rebuilt the State Department’s Bureau of African
Affairs, staffing it with trusted diplomats.36 He regularly consulted and
traveled with Winston Lord (then with the State Department’s Policy
Planning Bureau) and William Schaufele Jr. (assistant secretary for African
Affairs, later ambassador), whom he regularly dispatched to the capitals of
Southern African states to gather information and convey sensitive
messages.37 To travel with Schaufele, Kissinger recruited longtime friend
Undersecretary of State for Economic Affairs William D. Rogers (no
relation to the former secretary of state), whose involvement in Rhodesian
diplomacy extended back to the Johnson administration.38 Beyond his
longtime assistant, Peter Rodman, Kissinger also turned to younger career
Foreign Service Officers. Frank Wisner joined Ambassador William
Bowdler in South Africa (and, later, the regional conference), Stephen Low
was brought in to report on the Frontline States from Zambia, and John E.
Reinhardt accompanied Kissinger on his visit to Pretoria.39 Almost
continuously, in cables and in person, Kissinger relied on his team to provide
him with information and updates, to convey messages to the various
players, and to help maintain momentum on multiple fronts.40



GENERAL NEGOTIATION INSIGHT: While the “captain” is key, complex negotiation is a team sport. It is
easy shorthand to describe such events as if they were conceived and carried out by the most
visible player. Yet, whether a cross-border merger, a complex sale, or a diplomatic campaign,
such negotiations in reality inevitably involve the carefully coordinated efforts of a skilled
team.



2

From Strategy to Execution

Kissinger’s Original Strategy
The first steps of Kissinger’s original approach were to gain at least
provisional support from the United States, Britain, and the Frontline States.
This approach developed with President Ford’s concurrence, rested on a
fundamental U.S. reorientation of its policy toward Southern Africa. As
Kissinger wrote, “On March 13, Ford for the first time committed the United
States to unequivocal support for majority rule in Southern Africa: [in the
president’s words] ‘The United States is totally dedicated to seeing to it that
the majority becomes the ruling power in Rhodesia.’”1 Ford later
underscored a key motive: “Political stability [in Southern Africa] was
crumbling everywhere and it was imperative to send Henry Kissinger to the
continent to see if he could head off a race war.”2

Although this African initiative posed an extreme challenge, Kissinger
approached it at the apex of his diplomatic credibility, having enjoyed signal
successes in China, with the Soviet Union, with North Vietnam, and in the
Middle East. His global reputation for overcoming formidable obstacles to
agreement ensured that even suspicious, skeptical African parties would take
his actions seriously.

Kissinger closely aligned his specific goals with conditions set forth by
the British in a speech given nine days after Ford’s remarks on majority rule.
As the former colonial power in Rhodesia, the British had been frustrated by
years of unproductive attempts to get Smith to relinquish power. Wary of
overinvolvement, reluctant to be drawn into a possible military
entanglement, and grappling with an economic downturn at home, they had



nonetheless kept a watchful eye on events in the region.3 The news had not
been good.

In 1974, Zambian president Kenneth Kaunda and South African prime
minister Johannes “John” Vorster had led a regional effort intended to get
Smith to negotiate with the black Rhodesian opposition. As he had done
with the British before, Smith had first scuttled the resulting talks and then
dragged out subsequent negotiations. Two years later, in a March 22 speech,
with any chance of productive talks stalemated and a likelihood of escalating
violence, James Callaghan publicly outlined the four conditions by which
the United Kingdom would support a revived attempt to reach a peaceful
settlement in the region:

“[F]irst, acceptance of the principle of majority rule; secondly, elections
for majority rule to take place in 18 months to two years; thirdly, agreement
that there will be no [recognized] independence [for Rhodesia] before
majority rule; fourthly, the negotiations must not be long drawn out.”4

Kissinger felt that securing British backing and adopting elements of
Callaghan’s framework would be a political and legal asset. Britain’s role as
the former colonial power would add international support and give
Kissinger insights into the region beyond those that the State Department’s
newly reformed African Bureau could provide. In addition, any Rhodesian
agreement would have to conclude with the creation of a constitution and a
legal transfer of power. Because Smith’s regime had no international
standing, Kissinger believed that the British would have to formally oversee
that effort to ensure an agreement’s legitimacy.

After reaching a general understanding with the British on the role they
would play in the process, Kissinger planned an unprecedented visit during
April 1976 to meet with African leaders face-to-face, shoring up support
with powerful members of the Organization for African Unity.5 The focal
point of his trip would be a speech in Lusaka, Zambia, that would publicly
unveil the new U.S. policy of support for majority rule. Kissinger intended
his remarks to go far beyond simply expressing shared values with the
leaders of the Frontline States. He would outline specific steps and
conditions (aligned with Callaghan’s four conditions) that he believed were
necessary to usher in black African leadership in Rhodesia and Namibia.6

The Africa Trip and “Zooming In” on Julius Nyerere



First, Kissinger visited Kenya, to describe his initiative to Jomo
Kenyatta, its widely respected president, and to seek Kenyatta’s support.
From Kenya, he flew to meet with President Julius Nyerere of Tanzania, a
key member of the Frontline States and a central figure in the Non-Aligned
Movement of developing countries that sought a political path independent
of East and West.

As an example of how Kissinger “zooms in” on his negotiating
counterparts as individuals, we consider his interactions with Nyerere in
greater detail than will be the case with several other figures (such as
Kenyatta), simply because it serves as a good case study of his dealings with
a pivotal African leader. Kissinger described Nyerere as “a slight, wiry man,
[who] invited me to his modest private residence. .  .  . He was graceful and
elegant, his eyes sparkling, his gestures fluid. With an awesome command of
the English language (he had translated Julius Caesar into Swahili), Nyerere
could be a seductive interlocutor. But he was also capable of steely
hostility. . . . He took pride in his chosen role as ‘Mwalimu’ (the ‘teacher’)
of his people.”7

A supporter of the militant rebel faction led by Robert Mugabe in
Rhodesia and the South West Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO)
guerrilla movement, Nyerere was also thought to be allied with
Mozambique’s radical Marxist president, Samora Machel, and opposed to
the moderate Kenneth Kaunda in Zambia. Despite these ideological
differences and Nyerere’s ingrained suspicion of American policy, Kissinger
developed a rapport with the Tanzanian president, who was, he wrote, “his
own man. His idiosyncratic blend of Western liberal rhetoric, socialist
practice, nonaligned righteousness, and African tribalism was driven, above
all, by a passionate desire to free his continent from Western categories of
thought, of which Marxism happens to be one. His ideas were emphatically
his own.” Kissinger continues: “I got along with the front-line Presidents,
including and especially Nyerere, because I took them seriously. I met them
on their own terms and did not treat them—as did so many of their admirers
in the West—as extensions of Western preconceptions.”8

Nyerere proved to be an adept sparring partner for Kissinger. As David
Martin, the Observer’s longtime Africa correspondent, wryly commented,
“One began a quote from Shakespeare  .  .  . or a Greek philosopher and the
other would end the quotation. Then Nyerere quoted an American author.
Kissinger laughed: Nyerere knew Kissinger had written the words.”9



The two soon found a shared pragmatism and a desire for stability.
Despite his radical leanings, Nyerere concurred with Kissinger’s regional
assessment that recent Cuban success in Angola might lead to the
involvement of Cuba’s troops elsewhere in the region, potentially
destabilizing existing regimes. While the Frontline States’ presidents agreed
on the imperative of ending minority rule in Rhodesia, significant
disagreements existed among them about how this should be accomplished.
Nyerere agreed to advocate for an American-backed peace initiative, later
commenting, “We want the two greatest sources of power on our side—God
and Kissinger.”10

Kissinger did not take Nyerere’s support as unconditional. “To Nyerere,
the United States was a weapon to be employed to accelerate the liberation
struggle. For this, he was prepared to pay some price in moderating his
colleagues. More reluctantly, he was prepared to grant some rights to the
white minorities, and, even more reluctantly, to exclude Cuban participation
in the struggle.”11

As Kissinger departed, he believed he had found in Nyerere an
important ally and the key to gaining the support of the Frontline States.
Nyerere would be, he wrote, “the bridge between such moderates as
Zambia’s Kenneth Kaunda and Botswana’s President Seretse Khama on one
side, and the radicals . . . in the former Portuguese colonies of Mozambique
and Angola on the other.”12

Yet the American secretary of state offered a measured report to
President Ford. “I have no illusions,” he said: “[Nyerere] will remain
ideologically opposed and watch our future actions very strictly. On the
other hand, he certainly has a better comprehension of our motives and
intentions; sees the opportunity for parallel actions; is smart enough to take
my points about American public opinion; understands that it is in his own
self-interest to ease matters for us; and should use his considerable influence
with others on Southern African issues.”13

As Kissinger negotiated further with Nyerere, he refined his
psychological understanding and consciously catalogued the Tanzanian
president’s characteristic tactics, including different messages for different
audiences. For example, Kissinger once reported to Ford that Nyerere was
privately “giving us the green light on most of our proposals for both
Rhodesia and Namibia while beating us over the head publicly.”14 At another
point, Kissinger observed, “I had grown sufficiently familiar with Nyerere’s



methods to understand that I was watching a virtuoso performance, which, in
effect, endorsed our diplomacy while hedging against its failure.”15

BROADER NEGOTIATION INSIGHT: “Zoom in” on your counterpart while “zooming out” to your strategy. In
tandem with “zooming out” to his overall strategy—think of a grandmaster craftily moving the
pieces on a regional or global chessboard—Kissinger consistently “zoomed in” to his
counterparts as individuals. This is a valuable practice: to determine the most effective
approach to each person with whom you deal, research and pay close attention to his or her
characteristics, psychology, history, interests, motivations, relationships, potential breadth of
influence, political context, and style. In our experience, negotiators tend toward being either
“strategists” or “people focused,” but they rarely make a conscious effort to bring the micro and
macro perspectives consistently into alignment. To keep your negotiation on track, practice
continually zooming out and zooming in.16

The Lusaka Speech
Arriving in Lusaka, Zambia, after his negotiations with Nyerere,

Kissinger met with President Kenneth Kaunda. There, as planned, the U.S.
secretary of state made a major speech to regional leaders outlining his
intention to jump-start negotiations in the region. Declaring Smith’s regime
and the South African occupation of Namibia illegal, he urged both
governments to present timetables for handing over power and establishing
majority rule.

Kissinger described measures by which the United States would further
isolate Smith while assisting the Frontline States. He would commit the
United States to tripling its funding for development initiatives in sub-
Saharan Africa. Financial support would be arranged for Mozambique.
Efforts would be made to provide aid to refugees displaced by the increasing
violence that stemmed from Smith’s refusal to abdicate power. Kissinger
urged American citizens to leave Rhodesia immediately and avoid travel to
the country. He announced that he would seek the repeal of the 1971 Byrd
Amendment, which had allowed the United States to circumvent the UN
embargoes on key Rhodesian products (e.g., chrome), and had drawn
sustained international condemnation.17 (Chrome was considered a
strategically important metal; some 40 percent of U.S. chrome had come
from Rhodesia while the United States depended on the Soviet Union, its



Cold War adversary, for another 40 percent of its needs for this vital
material.18)

Referring to Rhodesia as “Zimbabwe,” the name preferred by black
Africans, Kissinger assailed the separation of races and called for equal
rights in an independent nation. “So let it be said,” he concluded, “that black
people and white people working together achieved on this continent, which
has suffered so much and seen so much injustice, a new era of peace, well-
being, and human dignity.”19

Widely covered internationally, the Lusaka speech expressed a
momentous shift in American policy that was immediately evident to those
present. When Kissinger finished speaking, Zambian president Kenneth
Kaunda embraced him. “Some of us,” he said “were so emotionally charged
when you were speaking. We could not believe this was a Secretary of State
from Washington, D.C.”20 Kaunda delivered an immediate, impromptu
response on behalf of the Frontline State leaders, telling Kissinger to “assure
President Ford of our support.”21

From Lusaka to Nairobi
“With the Lusaka speech,” Kissinger observed, “our African strategy

was falling into place: first, agreement with front-line states on an overall
strategy for Southern Africa; next, a visit to key Central and West African
countries to reassure them about America’s staying power and to enlist their
support in African forums.”22 He sought backing for his efforts across the
entire continent, especially given the close connections between many
African leaders, forged during their shared struggles for independence from
colonial rule.23 As Kissinger reached out to the leaders of former French
colonies, he found French president Valéry Giscard d’Estaing to be
especially helpful.24

On his first post-Lusaka stop, Kissinger found longtime U.S. ally
Mobutu Sese Seko of Zaire to be receptive, as he shared Kissinger’s
concerns about potential Soviet intervention. Although he was controversial
for his authoritarian rule, a “succession of American administrations
maintained a working relationship with Mobutu because none of them
wanted to add turmoil in Central Africa to an already excessive list of
foreign crises.” Kissinger departed the meeting with an understanding that
Mobutu would support his efforts.25



Following a visit to Liberia, Kissinger met with Léopold Senghor,
president of Senegal, a “poet and philosopher” who turned out to be
sympathetic to the proposed U.S. diplomatic initiative. Kissinger later wrote
that Senghor was among the most remarkable leaders he had encountered on
the trip. He saw the Senegalese leader as “an intellectual who had taught
himself the grammar of power.” Kissinger noted that Senghor “interpreted
what had happened in Angola [Soviet and Cuban intervention] as a defeat
for all of moderate Africa.”26 He recalls, “Deeply impressed, I told Senghor:
‘If you feel strongly about something—if you feel we’re wrong, or if you
feel we can do something better—get in touch with me or directly with
President Ford. I’ll see it.’”27

Kissinger ended his trip at the fourth United Nations Conference on
Trade and Development, held in Nairobi, Kenya, with promises of American
economic commitments to Africa, putting them in the context of global
growth.28 By the time Kissinger arrived in the Kenyan capital, Tanzanian
president Nyerere had gained initial support among the Frontline States for
the American initiative.29

The Domestic Front
Four days after the Lusaka speech, Ronald Reagan catastrophically

defeated Gerald Ford in the Texas Republican primary on May 1, 1976.
Kissinger’s efforts had inflamed conservatives. As CBS News Radio
reported, “Reagan quickly picked up Kissinger’s new theme in Africa, and
accused the secretary of preparing a bloodbath in Rhodesia.”30 A later article
in Diplomatic History colorfully declared that the “Republican right  .  .  .
howled with indignation at Kissinger’s intended betrayal of fellow whites.”31

More soberly, Kissinger observed, “Some political experts subsequently
claimed that it was our support of majority rule—interpreted as
abandonment of the white populations of Southern Africa—that had
transformed Ford’s probable setback into a debacle.”32

Along with the sentiments expressed in primary voting, the State
Department received seventeen hundred letters opposing Kissinger’s speech
and only twenty-three in support of it.33 Kissinger redoubled his efforts to
blunt domestic criticism of his initiative by meeting with as many U.S.
stakeholders as possible and regularly briefing key members of Congress.34

For example, he consulted with about thirty African American leaders
to explain his goals, better understand their concerns, and seek their



support.35 The Rev. Jesse Jackson concluded one of four such meetings by
stating that “No other Secretary of State has accorded such respect to the
black American community . . . We support the African policy that you have
enunciated. You have our support on this. Other Secretaries of State would
not have met with us as you have.”36

Most important for the initiative of an American secretary of state,
Kissinger cultivated and enjoyed unwavering support from President Ford,
despite the political consequences for his reelection prospects.37 During
Kissinger’s mission, Ford issued the following statement to the press: “The
President makes foreign policy, and Dr. Kissinger carries out and enunciates
that foreign policy, and that is what he has done on the African trip.”38 Upon
Kissinger’s return to Washington, Ford held, and made a point of
publicizing, high-profile meetings with his secretary of state about the
African initiative, one with the National Security Council and another at the
White House with bipartisan congressional leadership.39

Figure 2.1: Negotiation Strategy—phase I (shaded portion completed)

Gaining South African Agreement
As Figure 2.1 suggests (with provisionally completed phase one

shaded), Kissinger had by May 1976 obtained a U.S. mandate for his



Southern African strategy along with at least provisional support from the
Frontline States, other key African nations, and from the United Kingdom.
The next vital ingredient in his strategy was to negotiate for South African
pressure on Ian Smith in order to induce the Rhodesian leader to agree to
black-majority rule on a tight timetable. South Africa had provided vital
economic and military support to Rhodesia as well as key transport links and
access to the rest of the world, which were especially valuable when
Mozambique closed its border to Rhodesia in March 1976. “Incongruously,”
Kissinger observed, “pariah South Africa, the citadel of apartheid, was
emerging as the key to progress toward majority rule in Southern Africa. All
black African leaders castigated it, and all of them urged us into a dialogue
with South Africa’s leaders.”40

At first blush, the prospect of white-minority-ruled South Africa
pressing white-minority-ruled Rhodesia to accept black-majority rule must
have seemed inconceivable. If the white regimes in Rhodesia and Namibia
lost power, South Africa would stand “alone without any buffer to face an
Africa united in its demand for an end to apartheid.  .  .  . [S]ooner or later
such demands were bound to become irresistible.”41

Despite the almost certain prospect that South African pressure on
Rhodesia for majority rule would boomerang, Kissinger crafted his
persuasive appeal to South African prime minister Vorster on the basis of at
least four related factors: First, South Africa was becoming far more isolated
internationally, partly as a result of international opprobrium and sanctions
and partly due to U.S. actions. For example, in January 1976, the United
States voted in favor of a UN resolution demanding that South Africa set a
timetable for ending its illegal occupation of Namibia.42 Two months later,
another resolution passed—again, with American support—this time
condemning South Africa’s military involvement in Angola.43 Weeks later,
Kissinger’s Lusaka speech set forth explicit demands that South Africa take
steps to dismantle apartheid. If, in sharp contrast to its growing reputation as
a pariah state, South Africa were to assist the United States, Britain, and the
Frontline States in bringing black-majority rule to Rhodesia, Pretoria’s
international reputation might improve and its isolation ease.

Second, South Africa faced rising threats of domestic instability and a
deteriorating military outlook on its borders.44 These were exacerbated by
international isolation and sanctions, and an economy in steep decline,
suffering from the combined effects of a worldwide energy crisis and the



loss of regional trade resulting from the recent closure of the Mozambique
border.45 Demands for military support were outpacing the government’s
ability to pay for it, depleted as it was by the increasing costs of fighting
guerrillas in Namibia, securing the borders, managing internal state security,
and supporting Ian Smith’s regime.46

Third, from South Africa’s standpoint, an agreement for majority rule in
Rhodesia, if under relatively moderate black leadership, might forestall yet
worse outcomes if more radical elements took power. Kissinger made a
fundamental judgment: “Rhodesia and Namibia had turned into liabilities for
South Africa internationally and a drain on its resources.  .  .  . What South
Africa’s leaders sought to avoid was to be obliged to stand by while the
white minority in Rhodesia was being overrun militarily by black guerrillas.
And no doubt they hoped to create successor regimes in both Rhodesia and
Namibia which, though black, would stem the radical tide before it could
reach South Africa’s borders.”47 Rather than see the guerrilla forces of Robert
Mugabe ultimately take over, the South African government felt that early
action in support of Kissinger’s initiative might increase the leadership
chances of the more moderate Joshua Nkomo, who was committed to
regional dialogue rather than violence.48

Fourth, we observe that because Vorster himself had promoted a kind of
regional détente over the last few years, he was at least somewhat
predisposed to accept Kissinger’s arguments. One element of Vorster’s prior
initiative had been to press Rhodesia into giving greater voice to its black
citizens, perhaps in the form of a qualified and less restrictive franchise than
was then the case.49 His efforts were overshadowed, however, by South
African military incursions into Angola, which had shattered a long-standing
claim by the white regime that it would remain uninvolved in the affairs of
neighboring African countries. The framing used to justify Angolan
intervention (Cold War–driven anticommunism) had only galvanized the
region in ways that increased pressure on South Africa.50 Moreover, Ian
Smith’s refusal to admit to Rhodesia’s worsening outlook weakened
Vorster’s ability to facilitate a regional détente. In private, Vorster had made
clear his frustrations with Smith, especially during the earlier regional talks
that Smith had ultimately scuttled.51 Nor could Vorster easily take public
steps that would reveal any divide between the Rhodesian and South African
positions without facing outraged opposition from various South African
political constituencies.52 So, while Vorster’s prior détente initiative had been



stymied, for Kissinger to take up a stronger version of this cause was not
altogether unwelcome to the South African prime minister.

Mindful of these four factors, Kissinger offered the South Africans an
unprecedented meeting in Europe, leaving open the possibility of a later visit
to South Africa. He underscored the significance of U.S. willingness to
visibly lessen South Africa’s deepening isolation: “No American Secretary
of State had been prepared to meet South African leaders in over thirty
years, much less to negotiate with them—even in world forums like the U.N.
I was, in effect, offering South Africa a role in shaping the future of
Southern Africa in return for a commitment to majority rule in the
neighboring countries and ultimately in their own.”53 Boosting the appeal of
Kissinger’s offer, President Ford publicly indicated that “[I]f at some point it
would seem wise to meet with the two heads of Rhodesia and South Africa, I
certainly would.”54

Vorster agreed to a June 16, 1976, meeting, but as the date approached,
the South African authorities viciously cracked down on a protest by blacks
in the South African township of Soweto, killing more than four hundred
civilians. This brutality by the regime sparked months of protests in the
black townships.55 The United States joined the United Nations in
condemning the South African government’s violent and disproportionate
crackdown.

In the face of this sharply intensified international criticism, Kissinger’s
continued willingness to meet Vorster in Germany, despite the virtual
certainty of thousands of antiapartheid protesters, became even more
valuable to the South African leadership.

Finally, on June 23, face-to-face with Vorster “in a smallish sitting
room, I began—as was my habit in almost all negotiations—with a
philosophical discussion of what we were trying to achieve.”56 For both
geopolitical and moral reasons, the United States was seeking peaceful
transitions to majority rule in the region. But, Kissinger argued, “If Vorster
identified the future of his country with the fate of Rhodesia and Namibia,
the outcome would be complicated and surely considerably delayed. But in
the end, majority rule was unavoidable in Rhodesia  .  .  . Violence would
increase; radicals would gain control of the armed struggle, aided probably
by foreign forces, at which point South Africa would face the dilemma of
holding still while the European populations of Rhodesia and Namibia were
expelled[,] or joining the conflict.”57



However, by working with the Americans, Kissinger made the case that
Vorster could draw “a distinction between his northern neighbors and South
Africa based on the reality that South Africa was considered[,] even in
Africa[,] as an African, not a colonial, country—however resented its
domestic institutions were. This point had been stressed by every African
leader I had encountered. . . . The opportunity I was offering Vorster was to
achieve a certain breathing space in which his country might solve its
problems peacefully, not a means for escaping them.”58

Kissinger neither threatened the South Africans nor lectured them. The
Ford administration was not “waging a crusade against them as individuals;
indeed, . . . we had compassion for the agonizing dilemmas bequeathed them
by preceding generations  .  .  . We were not out to punish them for their
fathers’ sins or even their own—as were so many of their critics in the West.
Rather, our goal was to bring them face-to-face with their realities and lead
them as gently as possible to the acceptance of the fact that these [realities]
dictated change both on moral and on political grounds.”59 As such,
Kissinger “presented these views more in sorrow than in anger, not as a
debate over South Africa’s past so much as an option for its future.”60

South African prime minister Vorster, with a notably hard-line record,
proved responsive to this combination of tone and arguments. His “entire
bearing suggested that, faced with a superpower which treated them with
some consideration, the Afrikaners were not circling their wagons as they
had been obliged to do too often in their difficult history.”61

In general terms, Vorster agreed to help promote change in Rhodesia
and Namibia based on self-determination. Kissinger concluded that
“Provided he was not being asked to abandon Rhodesia’s European
population without any rights, he would support our efforts to produce
majority rule in Rhodesia. He agreed that a moderate outcome in Rhodesia
was possible only if the armed struggle was brought to an early end.”62

“It was a measure of both their isolation and [their] sense of foreboding
that the South Africans should have accepted so readily the only quid pro
quo I could offer in exchange for their cooperation on Rhodesia and
Namibia: time in which to solve their problems.  .  .  . ‘I think history is
against you,’ I informed South African Ambassador Roelof “Pik” Botha . . .
‘but we want to buy time at least  .  .  . If we can separate the South African
issue from Rhodesia, it will give more time to deal with South Africa—
unless Rhodesia is settled in a way that accelerates the problem.’”63



BROADER NEGOTIATION INSIGHT: Empathy and assertiveness can be a potent combination.64 Many
negotiators act as if one can be either empathetic or assertive but not both. Kissinger’s approach
to the South Africans (and, later, as we show, the Rhodesians) combined these two supposedly
incompatible elements. An empathetic understanding gave him insight into South Africa’s most
acute interests: reversing the country’s increasing pariah status, avoiding the high costs of
supporting Rhodesia and Namibia, and preventing a worse outcome. An empathetic style in
negotiation is not the same as one expressing agreement or sympathy, but instead involves
showing the other party your understanding of its perspective. This approach may have softened
reflexive South African defensiveness. At the same time, Kissinger’s actions and requests (U.S.
denunciation of South African policies, U.S. backing of harsh UN resolutions condemning
South Africa, and U.S. demands for Vorster to put serious pressure on Rhodesia) were highly
assertive in substance—even though, during face-to-face negotiations, delivered “softly.”

Under steady pressure from Kissinger, Vorster also made several
concessions with regard to negotiations over Namibian independence that
had thus far been subject to restrictive South African conditions. At least in
principle, the South Africans had agreed that the Namibian independence
talks could be held in Geneva, that a deadline of the end of 1978 could be
put in place, that there could be a formal UN role, and, in effect, that the
door could be open for the SWAPO guerrillas, led by Sam Nujoma, to play a
central role in these future negotiations.65

These potentially major shifts in South African policy, if deployed
carefully as Kissinger negotiated with other African states, could enhance
his credibility and build momentum toward Smith’s acceptance of majority
rule. As Figure 2.2 suggests, with the provisionally completed parts of the
strategy shaded, phases one and two of Kissinger’s approach were playing
out as planned.

Kissinger worried that if the Frontline States learned about these
unprecedented South African agreements on Rhodesia and Namibia, they
would simply pocket the concessions and press for more. So, during the next
phase of the strategy, he would insist on secrecy regarding the results of his
negotiations with Vorster. At the right time, he and his team planned to visit
countries in the region and dangle the prospect of South African flexibility,
which he privately knew to be virtually assured, in order to firm up Frontline
State support for the American and British plan.



Figure 2.2: Negotiation Strategy—phase II (shaded portion completed)

More generally, Kissinger’s negotiations sometimes relied on secrecy,
back channels, and the selective revelation of information. Such choices
could keep the process moving forward, an essential objective. (In chapters
11 and 13, we analyze such choices in detail.) Yet such tactics could also
raise grounds for suspicion and damage trust, especially if a tactic were
revealed or a party felt duped; indeed, critics would later characterize this
and similar tactics as “mendacious.”66

Provisional British and Frontline State Support Erodes

Britain’s active support was essential to success. Kissinger’s plan was for
Britain, the governing power displaced by Smith’s unrecognized
“declaration of independence,” to return to Rhodesia temporarily while a
new constitution was being drafted and then to preside over a legitimate
transfer of power. Kissinger articulated the double negotiation challenge that
this situation presented: “Britain would never agree to undertake the task
unless requested to do so by the black frontline states, if then. It fell on us,
therefore, to embark on the ironic dual mission of persuading reluctant
Britain to reassume for a brief period the imperial mantle it had been
shedding for three decades and to convince its former colonial subjects to



invite their erstwhile rulers to return so that imperial rule could be
abandoned properly and legitimately.”67

Unfortunately for this “dual mission,” the British appeared to be
increasingly conflicted about a more active role in the negotiations. British
prime minister Callaghan and Foreign Secretary Crosland were nominally
committed to Kissinger’s diplomacy, but proved maddeningly vague on their
alignment with American thinking on vital issues. These included the
white/black balance of senior roles during a Rhodesian transition, the extent
of property and political protections, and any compensation for white
Rhodesians. The British had serious economic troubles at home, were
concerned about military entanglement in Rhodesia, and had been double-
crossed by Ian Smith too many times to be confident in mere assurances that
the various parties were committed to a negotiation.

Support by the Frontline States was also becoming more tenuous by the
day, with backsliding in all quarters. British hedging and the ongoing
ambivalence of the Frontline States reinforced each other. Kissinger also
surmised that Nyerere expected guerrilla pressures on Rhodesia to mount;
delaying the talks would thus weaken the bargaining position of the white
regime. Whatever the precise causes, with his strategy eroding in Africa and
Britain, and coming under intense domestic pressure from Republicans to
desist, Kissinger ruminated that the “temptation to abandon the negotiation
at this point was overwhelming.”68 Yet the tantalizing prospect of success
seemed so close and the consequences of stopping seemed so awful that
Kissinger decided to persist, but to completely rethink his strategy and
tactics.

Sharply Revised Negotiating Strategy

In a nutshell, “the original strategy had been to work out a common position
with the Frontline States, take it to Vorster, and then impose it on Smith.”69 In
light of British ambivalence, which was driven in part by the increasing
evasions of the Frontline State leaders, Kissinger dramatically altered his
approach, upending the careful sequence by which his negotiations had
originally proceeded. To build a supportive coalition that would pressure
Smith, he now decided to “reverse the procedure. . . . [He] would try to work
out a detailed proposal with Callaghan [in writing], obtain Vorster’s support,
clear the principles of it with the front-line Presidents, convince Smith with



Vorster’s help, and then bring it back to the front-line Presidents for their
final approval.”70 (See Figure 2.3.)

Figure 2.3: Sharply Revised Negotiating Strategy

This resequencing and tactical shift would require great finesse and a
measure of luck. “It was a complicated scenario,” Kissinger observed,
“depending crucially on our stage-managing it in such a way as to have the
final breakthrough emerge as Smith’s acceptance of terms proposed by
Britain and the United States to which the front-line states were invited to
respond, and not as African concessions to Smith.”71 By this time, Kissinger
knew that if the proposal were seen to come from South Africa or Rhodesia,
it would have no chance of regional acceptance.

BROADER NEGOTIATION INSIGHT: Think strategically but act opportunistically. Many negotiators stick to
a strategy or, worse, a fixed script even as circumstances change, new information surfaces, or
moves by the other side undercut their original strategy. By contrast, Kissinger, time and again,
appears to follow the maxim to “think strategically but act opportunistically.” Much as was the
case when his plans for covert action in Angola were blocked and he shifted to a diplomatic
course, his strategic rationale was clear, but circumstances had changed. Thus, his approach to
the negotiations had to adapt. With his original sequential concept falling apart, his revised



strategy called for a radically different sequence to build a de facto coalition that could
successfully pressure Smith and secure British involvement.

To preempt future British waffling or backsliding, Kissinger pressed for
Britain’s proposal in writing. By the end of August, a joint UK-U.S. working
group produced the desired document. Prime Minister Callaghan and
Foreign Secretary Crosland presented it to Kissinger in the Cabinet Room in
London. Now Kissinger could use this text to firm up South African
commitments and nudge the hesitant Tanzanian president (Nyerere) back on
board, gaining his agreement to convene the Frontline State leaders to
persuade them to support a deal.

On Saturday, September 4, 1976, Kissinger met Vorster for the second
time in two months. This meeting was, “in itself, a major event for the South
Africans, for whom it spelled a symbolic end to their isolation.”72 The South
Africans more firmly committed themselves to pressuring Rhodesia and
became more specific and forthcoming on Namibia. Again, Kissinger
planned to hold back this information in his next negotiations with the
Frontline States, as he explained to Ford: “I do not—repeat, not—plan to
surface these papers with anyone at this stage, because it is essential that we
not reveal South Africa’s forthcoming position until the black Africans
commit themselves more concretely.”73

Such selective revelation helped to advance the process, at least to the
next stage. Deeply skeptical that Kissinger could secure such commitments
from the South Africans or British, Julius Nyerere remarked, “Supposing a
miracle took place—I really think of it as a miracle—and Vorster gets Smith
to say ‘Majority rule must come; it’s better that it come peacefully, so I
accept Mr. Callaghan’s position.’  .  .  . I’d be happy if  .  .  . the British call a
constitutional conference.”74 Of course Kissinger “knew from [Foreign
Secretary] Crosland that Britain would agree to call such a conference. And I
knew from Vorster—though Nyerere did not—that the ‘miracle’ of Smith’s
acceptance of majority rule was awaiting me in [South Africa’s capital]
Pretoria.”75 Nyerere, Kissinger went on, “in effect, endorsed our
diplomacy.”76 Generally successful meetings with other African leaders
followed; the shaded portion of Figure 2.4 indicates the progress so far with
Kissinger’s revised strategy.



Getting Ian Smith to Say “Yes” and Dealing with an Unwelcome
London Surprise
When South Africa publicly committed to greater flexibility on

Namibian independence and British support was shored up, Kissinger and
his team made a second African trip. They arranged to meet Vorster again,
this time in Pretoria—but only if Vorster could deliver an Ian Smith who
would be open to majority-black rule in Rhodesia within two years. This
would be a tough sell. Even with a worsening military outlook and
collapsing regional trade, Ian Smith had remained defiant, convinced that the
United States and South Africa would be forced to come to his aid or the
entire region would be ceded to the Cubans and Soviets.77 Unflinching, he
had refused to accommodate any South African requests that he moderate
his course. In a virtual rebuke to Vorster and a shock to the international
community, Smith’s troops carried out an early August raid into neighboring
Mozambique, where they massacred some one thousand men, women, and
children in a guerrilla camp.78

Figure 2.4: Revised Negotiating Strategy (shaded portion completed)

VORSTER DELIVERS AN ULTIMATUM
Exasperated with Smith, the South Africans pulled their long-standing

military helicopter crews and signalers from Rhodesia at the end of August.79



Vorster sent a message: he was finished dealing with Smith’s hard-line
defense minister and wished to hold conversations with the more moderate
minister of finance.80 Following Mozambique’s closure of the border in
March, Rhodesia had become increasingly reliant on South Africa for access
to the outside world. Most essential imports and exports that sustained
Rhodesia’s economy and Smith’s war effort (including produce, oil,
weapons, and minerals) now had to travel through South Africa.81 So when,
prior to his meeting with Kissinger, Vorster delivered an ultimatum to Smith
to accept the principles in the Anglo-American memorandum “or else,” the
Rhodesian leader was cornered.

MEETING WITH IAN SMITH
Ian Smith contemplated his upcoming negotiations with Henry

Kissinger with a sense of foreboding, if not dread, having just experienced
another dose of “Vorster’s arm-twisting” and the South African’s explanation
of “the kind of plan Kissinger would bring.”82 Long having viewed white-
ruled Rhodesia as a Western bulwark against communism, Smith recounted
in his 1997 book (tellingly entitled The Great Betrayal) the “Hobson’s
choice” he would soon face and lamented “what a desperate position [it was]
for the poor Rhodesians.” (Oddly, Smith remembered receiving “a book
from some interested person in America entitled Kissinger—Communist
Agent!)83

As Kissinger planned to meet with Ian Smith and his Rhodesian
colleagues in Pretoria on September 19, 1976, the American remarked that
“Even though it had been my diplomacy which had closed off Smith’s every
escape route, I nevertheless did not relish having to tell my interlocutors that
their way of life was coming to an end.”84 A lengthy, though respectful,
negotiation ensued, with Kissinger finally bringing matters to a head after
offering to support (in line with the U.S.-British document that had been
shown to Vorster) provisions to protect white-minority property and political
rights and to discuss the prospects for compensation for those forced off
their land. In return, Kissinger’s conditions crystallized: Smith would have
to take part in all-party negotiations, publicly accepting the talks with the
precondition that majority-black rule would prevail in Rhodesia within two
years.

The Rhodesian prime minister later reflected at length about the
somber, even empathetic, approach Kissinger took during these daylong



negotiations, which in effect delivered a brutal ultimatum to the white
regime. In Smith’s words, “Kissinger admitted that the package he had to
offer was unattractive, but it was the best he could extract from the other
parties, the British government and the front-line states, who had to be taken
along.” Smith lamented that even the conservatives in the U.S. Congress,
who could be expected to act forcefully against any Communist threat, had
backed down on the issue of covert action in Angola, and would not reliably
back Rhodesia in the future. Smith continued: “[Kissinger] did not see the
free world lifting a finger to help us, and, with the passage of time, he only
saw our position deteriorating. On the evidence now available it looked as if
Gerald Ford would lose the presidential election at the end of the year, and
with [Jimmy] Carter in office then the Lord help us  .  .  . Once again  .  .  .
[Kissinger] stressed that his heart was heavy for us  .  .  . If we rejected this
offer, there would be understanding and sympathy, never recrimination from
him . . . The decision was for us to make.”85

Smith recalled that “[Kissinger] spoke with obvious sincerity, and there
was great emotion in his voice. For awhile, words escaped him  .  .  . If we
agreed that day, he would fly off immediately to reconfirm the plan with
Kaunda and Nyerere. If we rejected it, he would be off to the other side of
the world for his business there, and Rhodesia would be behind him. . . . All
of us were impressed by Kissinger’s sincerity and straightforward
approach.”86 Ken Flower, longtime chief of Rhodesia’s intelligence service
and a participant in these talks, wrote in his diary, “Most impressed with K’s
grasp of the situation. He was well ahead of his staff in providing answers on
debating points as they cropped up . . . As we broke for lunch Kissinger kept
saying how much he appreciated Rhodesia’s position: how he would not
know what decision to make if he were in Ian Smith’s shoes.”87

BROADER NEGOTIATION INSIGHT: The message may be harsh, but the delivery may be soft. While the
content of Kissinger’s message to Vorster and, especially, Smith was quite tough, his style was
low key and empathetic, not accusatory or demanding. This approach was more likely to elicit
the agreement Kissinger sought than a more confrontational manner, which often evokes
defensiveness and rejection. Kissinger later told us that, in his judgment, a blunt approach to
Vorster or Smith “would have blown up the process.” As we note in an earlier “negotiation
insight,” less effective negotiators often see a tradeoff between empathy and assertiveness
when, in fact, one can be both empathetic in style and assertive in substance.88 Yet there is a risk
to an empathetic approach: when an external audience (in this case, the more ardent opponents



of apartheid) observes what appears to be conciliatory negotiating behavior, that audience may
infer approval and vociferously object.

However the message was delivered, Smith bitterly reflected on the
deciding factor (engineered, of course, by Kissinger’s earlier negotiations):
“South African eagerness to throw us to the wolves in their desperate panic
to try to buy time and gain credit for solving the Rhodesian problem  .  .  .
[W]e were confronted by the one country in the world [South Africa] that
controlled our lifeline, and which had now issued an ultimatum leaving us
no alternative.”89 Cornered, the Rhodesian prime minister agreed to the
framework.

It is worth noting how Kissinger’s methodical moves “away from the
table” to worsen Smith’s no-deal options achieved the result that had eluded
a decade of British diplomacy, including two high-profile attempts by Prime
Minister Harold Wilson to negotiate directly with Ian Smith on the decks of
British warships. Reflecting on the negotiations, Smith ruefully stated that
Kissinger “made unequivocally clear that this was a package deal tied up by
the British, Americans and South Africans on the one side and the black
presidents (Kaunda and Nyerere) on the other, and that there could be no
going back over all that ground again. Our option was to accept or reject. If
we rejected, the next offer would only be worse.”90

BROADER NEGOTIATION INSIGHT: Effective negotiation often requires more than persuasive verbal
exchange; actions away from the table to orchestrate incentives and penalties can be crucial to
induce the desired “yes.” Many people conceptualize “negotiation” as equivalent to talking at
the table. Kissinger’s carefully orchestrated actions (with respect to the United States, the
British, the Frontline States, key OAU members, and the South Africans) made the cost for
Rhodesia of continuing to say “no” far too high. In our view, actions of this kind, either to make
the deal sweeter to the target and/or the consequences of impasse costlier, should be understood
as inherently part of an effective negotiator’s tool kit.

Implicitly reinforcing Kissinger’s diplomatic maneuvers, Bishop Abel
Muzorewa, one of Rhodesia’s black leaders (cofounder of the United
African National Council and briefly interim prime minister) underscored
the effects on the negotiations of the “militants’” decision to intensify the
armed struggle against the white regime: “Our militancy seemed only to



drive Dr. Kissinger to redouble his peace initiative. In fact, our action may
have strengthened his hand with Vorster and Smith, since they both abhorred
the alternative to a settlement—a prolonged guerrilla war.”91

While Smith returned to Rhodesia, Kissinger met once again with
Nyerere and Kaunda, carrying news of Smith’s agreement and of Vorster’s
commitment to move forward on Namibia.92 Given the Frontline presidents’
earlier expectations that nothing would result from Smith—recall Nyerere’s
description of this potential outcome as a “miracle”—Kissinger anticipated
that news of his breakthrough would be received with delight. In Lusaka and
Dar es Salaam, the presidents welcomed the deal, but they indicated their
support only privately and held back on ringing public endorsements.
Although Kissinger was sure that they would join all-party talks, he
understood that both had hard-line constituents and allies. They would need
to proceed cautiously.

As Kissinger traveled, it became clear that Nyerere and Kaunda viewed
the “details” of the British-American framework as something to be worked
out through negotiation by all parties. In contrast, ahead of any negotiations,
Smith worked on Kissinger’s associates to tie down, favorably to Rhodesia,
details beyond the written framework itself. Such “details” included
institutional protection for whites during a transition, a possible
compensation fund for white Rhodesians, and the racial composition of the
two-year transition regime. Resisting anything in addition to what was
actually written, the American team would not go beyond Kissinger’s verbal
commitments to explore various aspects of the agreement on the
Rhodesians’ behalf. Precisely what had been agreed upon and by whom
would prove controversial in the coming negotiations.

A BRITISH SHOCK
Kissinger judged that all-party talks were now a virtual certainty. Yet,

as he traveled back through Zambia, he was shocked to learn that the British
were poised to back out of their agreement to support the deal and
participate in a conference.93 How, Kissinger wondered, might a written
agreement (worked out between him, the UK prime minister, and the foreign
secretary, and presented throughout Africa as a U.S.-British proposal) now
be unacceptable to the British government?

After unsuccessfully attempting to reach his British counterparts,
Kissinger hurriedly flew to London, where Callaghan and Crosland greeted



him awkwardly.94 Fearful that a deal committing Britain to negotiations with
the unreliable Smith would have been scuttled by members of his governing
coalition, the prime minister had not shared the document with his own
cabinet. To recover, Callaghan made a highly unorthodox request: would
Kissinger himself present the proposal directly to the British cabinet for its
approval? Somehow, he had finessed the fact that Kissinger had been
portraying the document throughout Southern Africa as an official U.S.-
British proposal. Kissinger was persuasive; the British cabinet approved the
approach.95

SMITH PUBLICLY CONCEDES
Five days after his talks with Kissinger, on Friday, September 24, Smith

made a televised announcement, publicly confirming his acceptance of the
principle of majority rule within two years, and his agreement to participate
in the negotiations.96 He characterized this statement as a “savage blow.”97 On
a plane at the time, the American team cheered at the news.98 Close observers
record the “stunning effect of Smith’s broadcast on the Rhodesian white
population.”99 For Smith’s intelligence chief, Ken Flower, the announcement
“turned the world upside down for most Rhodesians.”100 In the words of
Bishop Abel Muzorewa, Smith’s broadcast “electrified the world.”101

Barely six months before, Smith had defiantly declared that black-
majority rule would not come for “a thousand years.” Kissinger’s assistant
secretary of state, William Schaufele, wryly commented that with their one
meeting in Pretoria on September 19, “we reduced this period  .  .  . by 98.9
percent.”102

In a “fighting statement,” the Frontline presidents publicly hailed
Smith’s statement as the “collapse” of the illegal, racist Rhodesian regime,
framing it as a victory for the guerrilla freedom fighters without mentioning
U.S.-British diplomacy. Privately, however, Kissinger confirmed that the
presidents accepted the framework and plan for negotiations. At the same
time, he stressed how frequently firm understandings between negotiators
clash with public pronouncements intended to keep key behind-the-table
groups on board—at least for the next stage of the process.103 True to the
form that Kissinger had often observed, Nyerere explained, “You and I, Dr.
Kissinger, have very different ‘political constituencies’ to take account of,
and inevitably, there is a danger that in dealing with them we shall each
appear insensitive to the problems of the other . . . I hope that through frank



and friendly contact we can reduce misunderstandings between us to the
minimum.”104

GENERAL NEGOTIATION INSIGHT: At a minimum, effective negotiators are sensitive to, and often actively
help with, the other side’s “behind-the-table” constituency issues.105 It is easy to believe that the
actual terms of an agreement determine its acceptance or rejection. Yet how each side’s
constituencies view it can be vital to a deal’s acceptability. Less effective negotiators often
assume that it is strictly “the other side’s problem” to sell the deal internally and with key
stakeholders. Yet, if internal or constituent opposition blocks a deal, it becomes both sides’
problem.106 Kissinger and Nyerere each understood the importance of differentiating between
the private and public sides of the negotiation. As Kissinger observed with respect to some
delicate negotiations, it is often important to “stage-manage” the process so all sides appear to
achieve a victory or at least an acceptable outcome.

A “Spectacular Climax”
Globally, this shocking and unexpected turnabout by the Rhodesian

government drew banner headlines heralding “Kissinger’s amazing
diplomatic triumph  .  .  . Television and newspaper photos showed him
announcing the agreement while holding a ceremonial tribal sword and
shield presented to him by President Jomo Kenyatta in Kenya  .  .  .
[Kissinger] . . . was featured on the covers of the newsmagazines, and Time
proclaimed it the ‘spectacular climax of a carefully and astutely planned
push for peace.’”107 The Washington Post deemed getting the parties on track
for regional talks to be a “minor miracle.”108 As shown in Figure 2.5, but one
phase remained to bring Kissinger’s revised strategy to completion.



Figure 2.5: Revised Negotiating Strategy (shaded portion completed)
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The Outcome of the Southern Africa
Campaign and Insights into Effective

Negotiation

Intended as the capstone of Kissinger’s negotiation campaign to achieve
majority rule in Rhodesia, the Geneva conference soon fizzled. While a
complex of factors delayed the result for three years, many well-placed
observers credit Smith’s announcement as a turning point in the region’s
long path to shaking off white-minority rule.1

The path proved to be bumpy and indirect. On November 2, 1976,
scarcely after the British had convened the negotiations without the
participation of their foreign secretary, Jimmy Carter beat Gerald Ford in the
U.S. presidential election. Though Ford had defeated Ronald Reagan’s
Republican primary challenge, Ford’s election loss transformed Kissinger
into a lame-duck secretary, unable to hold the process together. With
Kissinger on the way out, British confidence in and commitment to the
Geneva process sharply declined. Carter would soon take office with an
uncompromising antiapartheid stance that quickly eroded Vorster’s
incentives to keep up the pressure on Rhodesia.2

Over the next few years, guerrilla violence sharply increased as Smith
unsuccessfully sought to negotiate with Rhodesia’s black leaders. When the
Conservative Party’s Margaret Thatcher became British prime minister, she
convened negotiations in London’s Lancaster House over the conditions for
Rhodesian independence. Many white Rhodesians felt more comfortable
with Thatcher than they had with previous Labour governments. Even so,
the negotiations largely followed the Kissinger script, concluding in



December 1979, with a new constitution for Zimbabwe that ensured black-
majority rule.

Majority rule in Zimbabwe was a victory for democratic political
principle, but in practice, it would usher in a disastrous regime. In 1980,
Robert Mugabe won a landslide election to become the first black prime
minister of a newly independent Zimbabwe.3 Ian Smith remained on his farm
even as one hundred thousand whites fled the country, until ailing health
took him to Cape Town, where he died in 2007.4 Repression, violence,
corruption, and economic failure increasingly characterized Mugabe’s tenure
as he ruthlessly consolidated power over the government and military.5 In
global rankings of per capita GDP, World Bank and International Monetary
Fund estimates placed Zimbabwe at the 45th percentile in 1976, when Smith
made his announcement; by 2016, its economy had plummeted to the bottom
15 percent.6 Its economy in tatters, corruption rife, much of its population
destitute, and an HIV/AIDS pandemic raging, Zimbabwe had once again
become a pariah state, this time under the near-dictatorial rule of the ninety-
three-year-old Mugabe, who had displaced the white regime headed by Ian
Smith some forty years before.7

As Kissinger had expected, the demise of minority rule in Rhodesia
bought time for South Africa but not stability. John Vorster was succeeded
by the harder-line P. W. Botha, who presided over increasing civil unrest,
violence, and boycotts until his rival, F. W. de Klerk, took power.8 The South
African experience with eventual black-majority rule, ushered in by
negotiations between Nelson Mandela and F. W. de Klerk, had far happier
results than had been the case in Zimbabwe.9 Like South Africa, Namibia
struggled toward majority rule amid worsening violence, until 1990, when
SWAPO leader Sam Nujoma was elected the country’s first president.10

Evaluating the Results of Kissinger’s Negotiations

If persuading the seemingly immovable Ian Smith to accept the principle of
black-majority rule is the test of Kissinger’s diplomatic campaign, the
glowing headlines of the day attest to its apparent success—as do the
previously mentioned assessments from the heads of Rhodesian Central
Intelligence (Ken Flower) and the United African National Council (Bishop
Abel Muzorewa). After years of British failure to achieve this result, Prime



Minister James Callaghan graciously lauded Kissinger’s “remarkable
contribution,” stating, “Without the decisive intervention of the United
States, I do not believe there would have been a turnabout in the attitude of
Mr. Smith.”11

Yet the Geneva conference that Kissinger designed to build on Smith’s
landmark concession failed to produce regional agreement on black-majority
rule in Rhodesia; that result would await the Lancaster House talks three
years hence. As such, some scholars have labeled, even condemned,
Kissinger’s negotiations in Southern Africa as a “failure” or worse.12 A
veritable cottage industry has sprung up to pin blame on someone for
Kissinger’s falling short of his goal.13 In brief, here are the contending
culprits:

FORD DID IT: Ford’s electoral loss ended Kissinger’s influence, which
had been vital to hold the fractious parties together and herd them
toward agreement. In particular, with Kissinger soon to be out of the
picture, the British judged the odds of success to have sharply declined,
and they took their role in Geneva much less seriously.

CARTER DID IT: The Carter administration’s uncompromising line
toward South Africa removed key incentives offered by Kissinger for
that country to exert pressure on Rhodesia to accept a deal. Without
South African pressure, Rhodesia could and did resume its defiant
posture.

THE BRITISH DID IT: Continuing British reluctance to become involved,
exacerbated by Kissinger’s sudden lack of relevance, led the British to
halfhearted support for the Geneva conference and for the terms they
had only reluctantly endorsed. For example, instead of tasking Foreign
Secretary Anthony Crosland with chairing the negotiations, they sent a
lower-ranking diplomat, Ivor Richard, who enjoyed little high-level
backing and had scant experience in African affairs.

SMITH DID IT: With his disingenuous ploy of making a dramatic
declaration that he had no intention of following through on if
circumstances changed, Ian Smith succeeded in taking South African
pressure off Rhodesia.



THE FRONTLINE STATES DID IT: The Frontline States nominally endorsed
the UK-U.S. framework for reasons of tactical expediency, only to
abandon it (at least in principle) after Smith caved.

THE GUERRILLAS DID IT: By failing early on to bring enough military
pressure on the white regime, the guerrillas provided no “hurting
stalemate” in Rhodesia, which meant that the dispute wasn’t truly
“ripe” for resolution in Geneva.

KISSINGER DID IT: Kissinger’s lack of deep understanding of Africa, his
Cold War–based geopolitical interpretation of what was actually a
regional affair, plus his “tactical ambiguity,” even “lies,” induced the
parties to go to Geneva under false pretenses, with incompatible
expectations and no real basis for agreement.14 Or perhaps he failed by
commencing this initiative too late: had he begun the process earlier,
well before the U.S. elections, would his negotiations have had a better
chance of success?

And so on. Fortunately, we need not act as the jury in the trial over
“who/what killed Geneva” or “why Kissinger failed.” Geneva was
inconclusive, but declaring Kissinger’s negotiations a failure misses their
signal contribution. What we can say, with confidence, is that the process
leading to Smith’s declaration, as well as the declaration itself, mattered.

Twenty years after the fact, Stephen Low, then American ambassador to
Zambia, observed that “Kissinger had completely changed U.S. policy, taken
over the negotiations between the independent but illegal white Southern
Rhodesian government and the Africans, introduced the principle of majority
rule as the basis for world recognition of the independence of Southern
Rhodesia and gotten it accepted by the Smith white ruled government of the
country.”15 Winston Lord, director of policy planning at the State Department
and later U.S. ambassador to China, concluded in 1998 that “Rhodesia
became independent eventually as a result of Kissinger diplomacy . . . [This
was] one of Kissinger’s major diplomatic achievements, and least
heralded.”16 Jeffrey Davidow, American diplomat and author of a widely
cited study on the Lancaster House negotiations that finally brought black-
majority rule to Rhodesia, observed that the “unsuccessful” negotiations
prior to the Lancaster House agreement nonetheless “helped change the



Rhodesian scene dramatically. Smith, in accepting the Kissinger plan, had at
least acknowledged the possibility of majority rule within a few years.”17

Frank G. Wisner (whose later diplomatic career included
ambassadorships to India, the Philippines, and Egypt) fleshed out the
conclusions articulated by Low, Lord, and Davidow: “Kissinger’s plan was
to create a set of propositions around which a transition to elections and a
transition to majority rule would take place, over a period of time: a set of
propositions that he would sell first to the Africans, then having already
started working on John Vorster, finish the job with the South Africans and
then get them to help him sell it to the Rhodesians, then get the two parties
together—the white minority regime and the cantankerous and divided
nationalist side together in a final conference and put it back under British
authority and then have Britain hold the brass ring. Kissinger’s conception
was brilliant, and his execution was admirable. That he failed to reach 100
percent is not to gainsay the fact that he got us well along that path and
opened the door for what ended up later, an independent Zimbabwe  .  .  .
[These efforts helped] set the stage for Maggie Thatcher to come on board
and to kick-start Lancaster House, get an agreement and bring Rhodesia to
independence.”18

With the end of white-minority rule in both Namibia and Zimbabwe,
South Africa alone maintained its increasingly vulnerable undemocratic
status. Though Pretoria did buy some time by its cooperation with Kissinger,
the Rhodesian transition heightened its political vulnerability. Indeed,
Ambassador William Schaufele, assistant secretary of state for African
affairs during this initiative, in effect argued that the Kissinger mission could
be interpreted as the beginning of the end of apartheid.19

Perhaps. Even calibrating for the fact that they worked with and
generally admired Kissinger, we are inclined to agree with Low, Lord,
Davidow, Wisner, and Schaufele. Still, at a minimum, Kissinger’s complex
negotiations in Southern Africa can be said to reflect Talleyrand’s famous
maxim that “the art of statesmanship is to foresee the inevitable and to
expedite its occurrence.”20

In this spirit, Walter Isaacson observed that the Lancaster House
negotiations that completed the process were based largely on Kissinger’s
plan. He notes that “[e]ven though Kissinger’s shuttle did not immediately
produce the solution that was celebrated in September, it succeeded in its
larger aims. The nations of black Africa, whose attitude toward the U.S. had



ranged from wariness to hostility, began to trust Washington as a force for
majority rule. The growing appeal of the Soviet Union was countered.”21

Some twenty-three years after these events, Kissinger rendered his own
verdict: “From the geopolitical perspective, we had achieved the purpose of
our African diplomacy. Six months after the debacle of Angola, the United
States was demonstrating a continuing capacity to shape events in Africa . . .
Rhodesia and Namibia became independent, implementing principles and
procedures agreed during the African shuttles—though more slowly and
with the emergence of more radical governments, especially in Rhodesia,
than we would have liked. International war in Southern Africa was
avoided . . . there were to be no other Cuban adventures in the independence
struggles of Southern Africa.”22

Insights from Kissinger the Negotiator Through the Prism of the
Southern Africa Campaign

Without doubt, Henry Kissinger undertook this initiative primarily for
Cold War–related reasons, though his ultimate motives also entailed
promoting democracy and avoiding a potential race war in Southern Africa.
And as with all his negotiations, he was hardly unmindful of its effect on his
reputation. However one judges the motives for this initiative or its longer-
term impact, we recount the saga in Southern Africa mainly to highlight
many of the broader negotiation principles that underpin his approach. These
negotiations exhibit several characteristics that we repeatedly observe and
elaborate upon (some that we highlighted in boxes as the story unfolded) as
we analyze his dealings with China, the Soviet Union, Vietnam, the Middle
East, and elsewhere. Summarizing these principles, we observe that:
 

His negotiations were strategic in their nuanced and far-reaching
understanding of how the parties and interests in each aspect of the
process potentially related to others. Kissinger crafted a multifront
negotiation campaign, with direct and indirect elements, one that linked
a series of actions with desired results. His strategic plan, to which
specific tactics were subordinate, looked well beyond a target
“negotiation table” (in this case, his ultimate direct dealings with



Smith) to involve a range of other parties and issues in a carefully
sequenced process that enhanced the odds of a superior target outcome.
Kissinger did not treat negotiating strategy as a static blueprint to be
methodically executed, but rather, as a concept that evolved and
adapted as other players took actions, as information surfaced, as other
parties reacted, and as circumstances changed. He thought strategically,
but acted opportunistically. (Recall his shift to a diplomatic course
when covert options were blocked or his radically revised sequence as
the British got cold feet late in the process and the Frontline States
wavered in their support for his plan.)
His approach was realistic in that negotiations were seen neither as
ends in themselves nor as formalities for ratifying one side’s
overwhelming superiority over another. Instead, they were designed for
specific ends around an understanding of all potentially relevant factors
—in this case, the United States, Britain, the Frontline States, the OAU,
South Africa, Namibia, as well as Rhodesia—to judge where a
desirable agreement might lie and what levers might exist. Only by
assessing how the other side(s) compared the value of “no deal” with a
proposed “deal” could strategy and tactics be formulated to open up a
zone of possible agreement.
Kissinger treated incentives and penalties as inherent to the negotiation
process. A distressingly large number of people limit their effectiveness
by conceptualizing “negotiation” as the “talking at the table” part of the
process, as purely verbal exchange. Not Kissinger. To induce the
desired “yes,” he acted both at and away from the table to favorably
shape the parties’ incentives. Previous negotiation attempts had failed,
he averred, “because they could not generate the balance of rewards and
penalties to reconcile the conflicting motivations comprising the
cauldron of Southern Africa.”23

His negotiations displayed deep coalitional sophistication with respect
to the full set of actual and potential parties to agreement. By careful
choice of parties and artful sequencing among them, Kissinger
effectively built a multiparty coalition that pressured Ian Smith and then
continued on to an all-party conference. This sequence was implicitly
determined by “mapping backward” from the target deal to the starting
point: Kissinger saw that Smith was the key to the ultimate deal, South



Africa was the key to Smith, and a combination of the United States,
Britain, and the Frontline States were keys to South Africa.
To complement his emphasis on “zooming out” to a larger strategy,
Kissinger “zoomed in” on his individual counterparts: their
personalities, experiences, motivations, and political contexts. Recall
his insightful characterizations, for example, of Julius Nyerere and Ian
Smith. Far from only acting as the geopolitical grandmaster
dispassionately moving regional chess pieces to advantage, Kissinger
also saw a keen understanding of individuals as keys to negotiating
success. When “zooming in” on individuals, Kissinger demonstrated
that empathy and assertiveness could be effectively combined rather
than treated as opposites.
Building on psychological insight, Kissinger saw the importance of
developing relationships with the key parties—certainly with Nyerere
and Vorster, but especially with his boss, President Gerald Ford. While
such relationships were useful conduits for information, Kissinger
clearly understood their limitations: though potentially vital in
negotiations, good personal relations with a national leader will not
override that country’s national interest.
While there was never any doubt that Kissinger himself headlined these
complex negotiations, his was a team effort with handpicked members
who were continually central to the process. They variously describe
working for Kissinger as both exhilarating and exhausting. As a boss,
he was sparing with direct praise but genuinely respected team
members who could say no to him and back it up.24

Beyond these broad characteristics of Kissinger’s approach to
negotiation, many specific tactics from the Southern Africa story will
occupy us in subsequent chapters: opening negotiations with a philosophical
discussion of the broad objectives at stake, the choice of tone, wordsmithing,
secrecy, “constructive ambiguity,” and so on. Next, however, we turn to a
deeper exploration of what Kissinger means by “negotiating strategy.”



II

“Zooming Out”
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Strategic: Big-Picture Negotiating

We use the term strategic as shorthand for the most distinctive aspect of
Kissinger’s approach to negotiation. Looking across several cases, we
highlight five factors that characterize this strategic orientation:
 

1. Setting clear, long-term objectives—not having a short-term focus;
2. Emphasizing the broader context and possible links among parties,

issues, and regions over time—not treating each negotiation on its
“independent” merits;

3. Devising a careful plan to achieve negotiating objectives by acting
directly “at the table” and, often, indirectly “away from the table” to
create incentives and penalties for maximum influence—not primarily
relying on an improvisational approach limited to verbal persuasion;

4. Adapting the plan to new information, moves by others, and changing
circumstances, while firmly maintaining long-term objectives—not
sticking to a fixed blueprint for action, to be methodically executed; and

5. Fostering a reputation for credibility across negotiations and over time
—not neglecting the influence of actions in one negotiation on
expectations elsewhere.

Loosely speaking, Kissinger the strategic negotiator “zooms out” to
these factors to determine where and how to concentrate his efforts. We saw
this clearly enacted in his negotiations for majority rule in Rhodesia, and we
will shortly flesh out what this means in practice with his plans for peace in
the Middle East and opening up China.



Strategic Negotiation to Enhance Regional Stability and Reduce Soviet
Influence in the Middle East

Kissinger stressed how a strategic negotiation concept, articulated well in
advance, could offer a useful framework for negotiating specific issues in
relation to one another. Such issues could arise unpredictably. When a crisis
hit, Kissinger stated that “it was not a question ever of saying ‘now, we deal
with Russia, now, we deal with China.’ We tried to have a coherent policy.”

For example, of war in the Middle East in 1973, following attacks by a
coalition of Arab states (led by Egypt and Syria), Kissinger notes: “[W]e
hadn’t expected the Middle East war. But we had thought about it. What we
had thought about was how do we solve—the dilemma we had on the
Middle East was that the Soviets were pouring arms into Egypt and
encouraging a number of other countries. How could we make progress
towards a negotiation that does not look as if it had been produced by Soviet
blackmail? And so we had a strategy.  .  .  . when the [1973] war started, we
had two problems. One was how to handle the day, the hour-by-hour crisis.
And secondly, how do we put it into a bigger framework? But we had
thought about it.”1 By a “bigger framework,” Kissinger meant an approach
that would end the war and serve long-term U.S. objectives, namely, to
create a more stable regional situation and dramatically reduce Soviet
influence in the Middle East—a goal he articulated well before the 1973 war
broke out. He explained: “If the United States played its cards carefully,
either the Soviet Union would be obliged to contribute to a genuine solution
or one of its Arab clients would break ranks and begin moving toward the
United States. In either case, Soviet influence among the radical Arab states
would be reduced. This was why, early in Nixon’s first term, I felt confident
enough to tell a journalist that the new administration would seek to expel
Soviet influence from the Middle East.

“Though that incautious remark created a furor, it accurately described
the strategy the Nixon administration was about to implement  .  .  . the best
strategy was to demonstrate that the Soviet Union’s capacity to foment crises
was not matched by its ability to resolve them.”2

With respect to those “incautious” remarks, a sample (alarmed)
headline from the Washington Post in July 1970, years before a version of
Kissinger’s contemplated strategy would take effect in 1973 and 1974, read,
“U.S. Seeking to Oust Soviet Units in Egypt: U.S. Seeks Soviet Pullback in



Mideast,” followed by a skeptical editorial “On ‘Expelling’ the Russians
from the Mideast.”3

A less strategic perspective might have focused on the specific,
nominally separate negotiations that then dominated the news. For example,
following the 1973 war, Kissinger conducted dramatic disengagement
negotiations with Egypt in 1974 and with Syria through 1975 with respect to
Israel. Both sets of shuttle talks led to stabilizing agreements among these
countries, agreements that have endured to the present (2018). In the same
time frame as these shuttles, Kissinger undertook negotiations with the
Soviets over Berlin and European security aimed at a general reduction in
tensions (“détente”) and an opening to the Soviets of a range of trade and
other possibilities. But observe how Kissinger framed these multiple
negotiations with respect to the larger strategy of reducing Soviet influence
in the Middle East and moderating Soviet behavior in the context of détente:
“In pursuit of this goal, the United States . . . blocked every Arab move that
resulted from Soviet military support or involved a Soviet military threat;
and it took charge of the peace process once frustration with the stalemate
had brought some key Arab leaders to dissociate from the Soviet Union and
turn to the United States.

“American strategy was based on the proposition that the Soviet Union
should be faced with the choice of either separating itself from its radical
Arab clients or accepting a reduction of its influence. In the end, this strategy
curtailed Soviet influence and placed the United States into the pivotal
position in Middle East diplomacy. The Nixon Administration pursued two
courses to achieve this goal. During the Middle East War, it kept open an
almost daily channel of communication with the Kremlin to avoid permitting
decisions to be taken in the heat of the moment or on the basis of inadequate
information. . . .

“. . . Simultaneously we conducted negotiations on a range of issues in
order to give the Soviet leaders a stake they would be reluctant to jeopardize.
The Berlin negotiations contributed to Soviet restraint in the Middle East
until well into 1973. Afterward, the European Security Conference helped to
moderate the Soviet reaction during the various diplomatic shuttles that
moved the Soviet Union to the fringes of Mideast diplomacy. . . . Détente not
only calmed the international situation, it created inhibitions which caused
Soviet leaders to accept what amounted to a major geopolitical retreat.”4



Other analysts have confirmed the significant economic effects on the
Soviets of these nominally separate negotiations. Absent Moscow’s
expectation of greatly enhanced trade with the West, these linked talks
would not have played such a significant role in the diplomacy surrounding
the Middle Eastern conflict.5

Kissinger’s success in limiting Soviet and then Russian influence in the
Middle East largely endured for more than forty years, until September
2015, when Russian president Vladimir Putin launched military actions in
Syria following President Obama’s pullback of American engagement.

This example highlights the characteristics of Kissinger the strategic
negotiator: clear long-term objectives (ensure regional stability, enhance
détente, reduce Soviet influence in the Middle East), a focus on the broader
context and possible connections among parties and issues rather than
treating them as independent (forge linkages among negotiations over
disengagement with those over détente involving Berlin and European
security that included the Soviets, Europeans, Egyptians, Syrians, and
Israelis), as well as a clear plan with direct and indirect elements, enhanced
American credibility, and flexibility of means while firmly maintaining ends.

Strategic Versus Tactical Negotiation

Kissinger described the tactical orientation of the “lawyerly” secretary of
state William Rogers, whom he credited with having “a shrewd analytical
mind and outstanding common sense.  .  .  . [Yet Rogers’s] perspective was
tactical; as a lawyer he was trained to deal with issues as they arose ‘on their
merits.’”6

By comparison, Kissinger saw himself as a strategic negotiator. We
concur with this assessment. When he envisioned a desirable agreement that
would advance broader interests but that was currently out of reach, he
would conceive of moves he might make ahead of time and across different
issues or regions. Such moves would often generate a more promising setup
for achieving his target deal. In his words, “I attempted to relate events to
each other, to create incentives or pressures in one part of the world to
influence events in another. Rogers was keenly attuned to the requirements
of particular negotiations. I wanted to accumulate nuances for a long-range
strategy. Rogers was concerned with immediate reaction in the Congress and
media, which was to some extent his responsibility as principal spokesman



in foreign affairs. I was more worried about results some years down the
road.”7 In tandem with the long view, Kissinger’s negotiations were also
often initiated with stability as a major focus. As he told Atlantic editor
Jeffrey Goldberg in 2016, “The challenge, then, is to devise a system in
which change can be accommodated without producing chaos.”8

Other sophisticated observers underscored Kissinger’s strategic
orientation and its relationship to how he approached negotiation. Typical of
such assessments would be that of Brent Scowcroft, national security advisor
to both Gerald Ford and George H. W. Bush. Scowcroft judged that
Kissinger had “the finest strategic mind I have ever come across. He could
balance a whole lot of disparate issues and interrelate them all a year or two
on. That was very rare. Several years later, all the strands would come
together.”9 In Kissinger, the roles of strategist, tactician, and negotiator
entwined.

Some may interpret Kissinger’s “strategic orientation” toward
negotiation as limited to his overarching objectives related to the Cold War
during the 1970s. In our judgment, this view would be too narrow and time
bound. Read carefully, Kissinger’s comparison of his negotiating approach
to that of William Rogers (just given) and Scowcroft’s judgment about
Kissinger’s strategic sense both point to a more general meaning of
“strategic negotiation.” The five factors we have isolated—a long-term
focus, a wide-angle lens on the broader context, a plan with direct and
indirect elements, an adaptable blueprint, and a reputation for credibility—
transcend particular foreign policy objectives at any given time and extend
to business, legal, and any other subjects characterized by complex
negotiations.

A Relentless Focus on a Strategy to Guide Negotiations

During his years as a Harvard academic, prior to serving in government,
Kissinger harshly criticized negotiations that were not pursuant to a clear set
of larger interests and thus, in his view, that were consumed with largely
meaningless tactical choices. For example, with respect to arms control, he
argued that “because we lack a strategic doctrine . . . it is inevitable that our
proposals . . . are fitful . . . developed as a compromise between competing
groups and without an overall sense of purpose . . . typically we have been
forced to assemble a set of hasty proposals because we have agreed to go to



a conference under the pressure of world opinion. .  .  . [A]ttention has been
focused  .  .  . on a fruitless controversy over whether we should be
‘conciliatory’ or ‘tough,’ ‘flexible’ or ‘rigid.’”10 In later faulting President
Obama’s foreign policy for its lack of long-term strategic initiative,
especially with respect to China and Iran, Kissinger echoed his earlier
critique: “We must take care lest the Obama Doctrine become an essentially
reactive and passive foreign policy.”11 More broadly, he argued that “Too
much of our public debate deals with tactical expedients. What we need is a
strategic concept and to establish priorities.”12

More operationally and with respect to his team, he emphasized the
importance of a continual and explicit focus on larger strategic objectives: “I
have always put great stress on getting my associates to analyze where they
are, where they want to go, where our country should go, and then work
back from that to practical solutions.  .  .  . [W]hen I came to Washington, I
assembled a group . . . [of] . . . really young, able, dedicated people. I would
meet with them several times a week, preferably daily, asking the question,
what are we trying to do? What is our strategy in the world?”13

Kissinger’s staff clearly internalized the importance of a strategic
perspective. For example, Harold Saunders, who would later play key roles
in the 1978 Camp David Accords and the Iran hostage crisis, stressed that
“we always lived with the long-term strategy, regardless of the short-term
efforts that we might be making.” In preparation for each of the twenty-six
Tel Aviv–Damascus trips during the grueling shuttle diplomacy between
Syria and Israel, Saunders “would write a memorandum analyzing the
situation then in existence, the long-term goals we were trying to achieve
and how that particular trip was to move the negotiations forward along the
long range path . . . The detail agreement was another step down the road.”14

To Kissinger and his associates, a strategic concept was not merely an
abstract guide; it could also play a critical tactical role. Facing adamant but
incompatible Israeli and Syrian positions over how many artillery pieces and
tanks would be permitted in a buffer zone, Saunders related a tense moment
with Israeli prime minister Golda Meir. Kissinger “stopped being the
Secretary of State of the United States who was trying to mediate an
agreement” and became “an American professor serving as a consultant to
the State of Israel who, incidentally, had shared the Jewish experience.”
According to Saunders, Kissinger “said that for a moment he wanted to
leave the number issue aside. He then began to remind all in attendance of



the fundamental strategy that he was pursuing. He noted that the interim
agreements were designed to acquire control over the peace process, to push
the Soviets out of their involvement in the area and to obtain European
support for the peace process by getting the oil embargo lifted. . .  . He laid
out all of these goals and by doing so, he pushed back the Israeli gloom. He
reminded them gently that what was at stake that day was the basic strategy
and the long-range goals. . . . The number of artillery pieces and tanks was
only incidental to the general direction and final goals to be achieved.
Kissinger painted that big picture exquisitely.”15 After consulting with her
team, Golda Meir gave Kissinger permission to get the best number he could
from the Syrians, and Israel would go along.

An Expansive View of Negotiating Interests: Potential Links Among
Parties and Interests over Time

Phrases such as bigger framework or strategic perspective can sound
weighty but risk having little real content. Kissinger, however, had quite
precise meanings in mind. Recall the Rhodesian case in which a target deal
between Kissinger and Ian Smith required a wider scope. The most
promising possible Kissinger-Smith meeting could be set up only by a prior
sequential negotiation campaign involving the Americans, British, French,
Tanzanians, Zambians, South Africans, and others. Similarly, it is instructive
to examine the connections that Kissinger saw and forged in negotiating
across major regions—China and Vietnam, the Soviet Union, the Middle
East, and Europe. “So our attempt was to get a perspective for American
foreign policy that . . . opened up the possibility of a broader perspective of
peace. And therefore . . . we . . . began, wherever we could, a dialogue with
the Soviet Union and an opening to China and various Middle East
initiatives . . . So when I had the good fortune of being selected by President
Nixon to be the first American emissary [on a secret mission to China], so
on that July 9th [when I embarked on this mission], I did not look at it from
the point of view of settling the immediate issues, [but rather] as an
opportunity for opening a canvas on which we were going to paint as it
developed.”16

Kissinger judged that improved Sino-American relationships were a
vital component of the Nixon administration’s approach to the Soviet
Union.17 Moreover, he stressed that “we also always had in mind that we



wanted to settle the Vietnam War at the same time. And we didn’t want little
victories. What we wanted was a structural improvement.”18 While Kissinger
and Nixon were seeking détente with the USSR, especially with respect to
arms control and summit talks, the Soviets were increasingly posing a direct
threat to China (a situation that involved actual military clashes, as we later
describe in greater detail). This threat made the Chinese far more receptive
to American overtures, which Kissinger nurtured.

The American opening to China was important not only on its own
terms but as a method for nudging forward détente with the Soviets, who had
been stalling its progress, likely seeking greater American concessions.
When the Soviets suddenly became aware of the secret Nixon-Kissinger
initiative on China, they sought to avoid the formation of a Chinese-U.S.
axis by moving toward the United States. U.S.-Soviet détente and arms
control gained new life. The so-called triangular relationship negotiated
among the United States, China, and the Soviet Union was coming into
being, with the United States at the pivot point. In this setting, the potential
interconnections among the three powers, perceived by Kissinger and Nixon
well before many others, turned out to be decisive for years.

As Kissinger’s parallel but linked negotiations with these two
Communist giants progressed, both China and the Soviet Union separately
began to see much greater value in improved relations with the United
States. In turn, as we later detail in chapter 6, Kissinger sought to use this
carefully choreographed prospect (of more valuable relationships with the
United States) to persuade China and the Soviets to reduce their diplomatic
and material support for North Vietnam, their ally—thus enhancing
American leverage in the Paris peace negotiations to end the Vietnam War.
(Unlike the triangular U.S.-Soviet-Chinese connections, which proved potent
in practice, analysts are divided on the effect of Kissinger’s efforts at linkage
with Vietnam, though the negotiating logic was clear.19)

Looking beyond Vietnam and détente, the larger question for
negotiators contemplating issue linkage is the extent and nature of potential
connectedness among issues, parties, and regions. While the strategic
negotiator should be alert to such potential, whether an attempted linkage or
separation of issues (including the relative importance to the parties of the
issues at stake) will succeed is an empirical matter.20



Think Strategically, Act Opportunistically

Given that situations often shift unpredictably, Kissinger’s approach to a
given negotiation could involve flexibly responding to such changes while
still pursuing the same larger purposes and interests. We have characterized
this aspect of his approach with the aphorism “think strategically but act
opportunistically.”21 For example, in the Southern Africa negotiations, when
British and Frontline State support unexpectedly eroded in the middle of the
process, Kissinger opportunistically reversed his original coalition-building
sequence (with British agreement in writing now, at the start of the revised
sequence, rather than as its capstone, as he had originally planned).

Harold Saunders offered another example of strategic firmness
combined with tactical flexibility. Saunders accompanied Kissinger in his
efforts, just described, to negotiate Egyptian and Syrian disengagement
accords with Israel following their 1973 war. As a staff member, Saunders
stressed that they always “had a fundamental analysis, a long-term strategy
and a myriad of details [sic] to be negotiated. The resolution of each detail
would eventually achieve our long-term objectives.  .  .  . The details never
drove our strategy, but would occasionally require mid-course corrections.”
He illustrated this point by noting that Kissinger’s team would never have
contemplated stationing American monitors in the Sinai passes as was
suggested by the Israelis in June 1974. “Our strategy didn’t change,”
Saunders observed, but U.S. willingness to acquiesce in this new idea made
the deal “more acceptable to the Israelis without foreclosing the possibility
of the whole Sinai being returned to Egypt as was later done.”22

Fostering Credibility

Kissinger’s focus on the potential interdependencies among parties and
issues over time also helps explain the central role he gave to a reputation for
“credibility” in his negotiations. Simply put, one’s credibility is the belief by
others that one’s threats and promises will be carried out. To many people,
fostering credibility seems a matter of common sense, though the concept
has long been a controversial preoccupation both for those involved in
foreign policy and for those who analyze it. Derided as the “credibility
addiction” by some who believe that the United States has made costly
mistakes by overemphasizing this aspect of its policies, Kissinger sharply



disagreed: “no serious policymaker” could debunk or ignore U.S. credibility,
as “scores of countries and millions of people relied for their security on our
willingness to stand by allies.”23 Seemingly separate negotiations were, in
Kissinger’s view, tightly connected by the beliefs of counterparts that the
United States would (or would not) act in accord with its words. Such beliefs
in one negotiation heavily depended on U.S. actions elsewhere. For example,
Kissinger was concerned that too rapid a withdrawal from Vietnam would
damage China’s respect for American power. After all, such power was a
major factor that impelled China, facing Soviet threats, to seek
rapprochement with the United States. Kissinger reflected, “Peking had no
interest in a demonstration that the United States was prepared to dump its
friends; in its long-range perspective of seeking a counterweight to the
Soviet Union, Peking in fact had a stake in our reputation for reliability.”24

Yet, after years of fighting in Southeast Asia, it was unclear to many
observers how heavily U.S. credibility should have been weighed relative to
the costs and prospects of military success, domestic cohesion, and other
elements of America’s international reputation, prestige, and judgment.

Although hardly an absolute, maintaining the credibility of one’s words,
promises, and threats is clearly an important factor in negotiation. As
Kissinger stressed, “The one general rule I would apply for consideration is I
tried never to leave Washington for a negotiation unless I had an 80 percent
assurance it would succeed. . . . [O]ne shouldn’t risk it as Secretary of State,
because you use up your prestige too easily.”25

The importance of maintaining a reputation for U.S. credibility in
negotiations and foreign policy more generally continues to be an issue. For
example, President Obama famously declared in 2012 that a “red line” for
U.S. intervention in Syria would be crossed if that regime used chemical
weapons. When his administration subsequently failed to act after Syria used
sarin gas in an attack that killed fifteen hundred people, its inaction was
widely cited as having damaged U.S. credibility in Moscow, Tehran, and
Beijing.26 Similarly, the proclivity of President Trump to frequently
contradict his international and domestic pronouncements on important
matters, thereby damaging his credibility more broadly, has attracted
widespread criticism from analysts and practitioners alike.27 In 2016,
Kissinger compared credibility on the part of nation-states to a key quality
for individuals: “Credibility for a state plays the role of character for a



human being. It provides a guarantee that its assurance can be relied upon by
friends and its threats taken seriously by adversaries.”28

* * *

In short, we see Henry Kissinger’s approach to negotiation as “strategic” in
its consistent connection to long-term objectives, in its expansive conception
of the interests at stake in specific interactions and possible linkages
elsewhere, in its development of tactical plans that can include both direct
and indirect elements, in its capacity to maintain core purposes while
adapting to changing circumstances, and in its stress on the importance of
credibility.

Our emphasis on a strategic concept to guide negotiations has much
wider applicability in international relations—think of nuclear negotiations
over North Korea and Iran—and in business situations. For example, in the
so-called browser wars during the mid- to late 1990s, a fledgling Netscape,
with superior technology, vied with incumbent Microsoft over whose
Internet browser would be chosen by AOL. Yet the strategic stakes in the
early Internet era went well beyond which firm would capture AOL as a
customer. While Netscape missed the strategic significance of what it merely
regarded as a large sale, Microsoft believed that if it lost the competition, its
“core assets were at risk.” As such, Microsoft deployed what some saw as
disproportionate resources toward winning the sale.29 (It won, and Netscape
did not last as an independent entity.) Yet many other negotiations (buying a
building, selling a peripheral division, working out a supply contract for
embassy food service) are mainly transactional, with little or no strategic
significance. An effective strategic negotiator has the discipline to assess the
broader significance of the issues to be worked out, and to bargain
accordingly.

When we began to research Kissinger’s negotiations, we sensibly
divided the work by regions: the Soviet Union, the Middle East, and
China/Asia. As we deepened our understanding, though, we realized that, in
Kissinger’s strategic approach to negotiation, ours was an artificial and even
misleading division of labor. Indeed, it ran counter to the essence of his
strategy, which sought out and exploited powerful potential connections
among negotiations in each of these regions and over time to shape



outcomes elsewhere. The implication? Don’t just focus on the negotiation
that presents itself over this or that issue. When warranted, “zoom out” to a
larger strategic framework as a guide, and negotiate to advance that strategic
conception.



5

Realistic: Tracking the Deal/No-Deal Balance

What we call Kissinger’s “realistic” approach to negotiation becomes
clearest in contrast to what he, somewhat tongue in cheek, caricatured as
“theological” and “psychiatric” views of the process. Absolutist
“theologians” see negotiation mainly as a useful tool for virtually imposing
“terms” when one side has completely dominated the other. “Psychiatrists”
are true believers in negotiation for its own sake in nearly all circumstances.

In a Cold War context, “theologians” were those who counseled
achieving overwhelming military and economic superiority before even
turning to negotiation, which would then, more or less automatically, by
some mystical process, ratify this asymmetrical power relationship.
Kissinger observed, “Since [the ‘theologians’ such as John Foster Dulles]
deemed the Soviet proclivity for world domination to be congenital, they did
not consider Soviet leaders as suitable negotiating partners until the Kremlin
had abandoned its ideology. And since the principal task of American
foreign policy was seen as achieving the overthrow of the Soviets,
comprehensive negotiations, or even a diplomatic blueprint for them, were
pointless (if not immoral) until ‘positions of strength’ had brought about a
change in Soviet purposes.”1

At the time that Kissinger and Nixon were pursuing negotiations toward
an opening to China and détente with the Soviet Union, many Americans
were aligned with the “theologians.” They rejected the idea of negotiating
with “godless Soviet Communists” and the “fanatic Chinese ideologues.”
How could one deal with parties who spouted fearsome anti-American
rhetoric, who espoused ideologies antithetical to core Western values, and
whose policies badly damaged or destroyed even their own traditional
societies (e.g., Mao’s Cultural Revolution or Stalin’s actions to cause
dreadful famine in Ukraine)? Beyond ideological or rhetorical



considerations, both China and the Soviets were major allies and weapons
suppliers to North Vietnam. By 1969, more than thirty-six thousand
Americans had died in that still-raging Southeast Asian war. Despite these
obstacles, Kissinger saw realistic possibilities for each side’s interests to be
met more fully, on balance, by carefully designed agreements than continued
hot or cold conflict.

Each era has its version of the Cold War “theologians,” who see little
use for negotiation except to deliver ultimatums accompanied by credible,
overwhelming consequences should the target say no. In Vice President Dick
Cheney’s famous phrase (variously applied to North Korea, Iran, terrorists,
and elsewhere), “We don’t negotiate with evil. We defeat it.” In bitter
business or legal disputes, a too-quick refusal to consider negotiation may
have analogous “theological” roots—for example, if one side insists from
the start that “the only language they understand is power,” or if the issue is
reflexively defined as “on principle,” or if a willingness to negotiate “signals
weakness.” This viewpoint animated many of the opponents of President
Obama’s 2015 negotiations with Iran over that country’s nuclear program.

At the other end of the spectrum, Kissinger’s realistic approach to
negotiation contrasts with the views of those he termed the “psychiatrists.”
Also present in some form in every era, these often naïve idealists regularly
urge negotiation largely for its own sake, see disagreements mainly as
unfortunate misunderstandings or purely failures of process, and relegate
tangible and strategic factors to the background.

Kissinger observed that “According to the ‘psychiatric school,’ the
Soviet leaders were not so different from the American in their desire for
peace. They acted intransigently partly because the United States had made
them feel insecure. The ‘psychiatric school’ urged patience in order to
strengthen the peace-loving segment of the Soviet leadership, which was
said to be divided between hawks and doves in much the same way that the
American government was.”2

Eschewing both “theology” and “psychiatry,” Kissinger and Nixon
articulated a realistic approach to negotiation with the Soviets that would
“weave together all the many elements of the superpower relationship into
an overall approach that was neither totally confrontational (like that of the
‘theologians’) nor totally conciliatory (like that of the ‘psychiatrists’). The
idea was to emphasize those areas in which cooperation was possible, and to



use that cooperation as leverage to modify Soviet behavior in areas in which
the two countries were at loggerheads.”3

In this vein, one of us (Mnookin) wrote a book, entitled Bargaining
with the Devil, that analyzed analogous approaches to negotiating with a
counterpart that one regards as evil.4 While some would never bargain with
the devil (theologians), others would always do so (psychiatrists). À la
Kissinger, much better advice is to make a realistic assessment of the context
to decide whether it does or does not make sense to bargain with the devil—
and if it does, how.

When we use the term realistic to describe Kissinger’s approach to
negotiation, we thus refer to a context-driven approach that is deeply
informed by the interests of the parties, as they see them, rather than by
ideologies about the role of the negotiation process. At bottom, “realistic”
negotiation is pragmatic in the sense that Kissinger describes: “[Y]ou are
trying to affect the conclusions of the other side, and you are trying to find
something that both sides find sufficiently in their interest to adopt. That’s
the essence of negotiation.”5 (In characterizing Kissinger’s approach to
negotiation as “realistic,” we thus have a much narrower meaning than that
in the full-blown school of “realism,” or realpolitik, in international
relations, which posits rational state actors jockeying for and/or applying
power in a perpetual state of conflict with one another.)6

While Kissinger never argued for negotiation as a universal conflict
solvent, he had a very clear “criterion for progress” in negotiation, which
would be substantive, “expressed in precise agreements reflecting mutual
interests and not atmospherics. Above all, relaxation of tensions had to
proceed on a broad front: We will regard our Communist adversaries first
and foremost as nations pursuing their own interests as they perceive these
interests, just as we follow our own interests as we see them. We will judge
them by their actions as we expect to be judged by our own. Specific
agreements, and the structure of peace they help build, will come from a
realistic accommodation of conflicting interests.”7

The concept of interests is core to a realistic approach to negotiation.
For Kissinger, a sophisticated interest assessment calls for carefully probing
not only the views of one’s counterpart, but also the historical context
shaping those views. This “requires a sense of history, an understanding of
manifold forces not within our control, and a broad view of the fabric of
events.”8



Interests can certainly consist of territorial, military, economic, or other
tangible assets, but the concept is broader. In fact, whatever the parties
genuinely care about that is at stake in a negotiation, tangible or intangible,
can be understood as an interest.9 Considerations as varied as mutual
recognition, a cease-fire, one’s reputation, or your future credibility can all
qualify as interests in a negotiation. As such, acting as a “realistic”
negotiator need not imply indifference toward moral or ethical concerns.
Indeed, Kissinger believes that a negotiator can, and should, be highly
realistic about how best to negotiate to advance idealistic objectives.10

Writing in 2014, Kissinger emphasized this point, but sharply critiqued
a focus on advancing principles or ideals by rhetorical means without a
realistic strategy: “If the old diplomacy sometimes failed to extend support
to morally deserving political forces, the new diplomacy risks indiscriminate
intervention disconnected from strategy. It declares moral absolutes to a
global audience before it has become possible to assess the long-term
intentions of the central actors, their prospects for success, or the ability to
carry out a long-term policy  .  .  . Order should not have priority over
freedom. But the affirmation of freedom should be elevated from a mood to
a strategy.”11

Ingredients for the Realistic Negotiator: Parties, Interests, Possible
Deals, and Alternatives to Negotiated Agreements

As in the Rhodesian case, to prepare for negotiations with Ian Smith,
Kissinger characteristically assessed the full set of parties, actual and
potential, along with the full set of their interests and the implications of
impasse, which he frequently manipulated. For a deal to be realistically
possible, its signatories must judge it to be preferable, in terms of their
interests, to the consequences of failure to agree. This is a minimum
necessary condition for any deal to be struck, and it accounts for the focus of
modern negotiation analysts on the vital importance of each side’s “best
alternative to negotiated agreement” (or, in the jargon, its BATNA).12

Kissinger continually sought to evaluate and influence both sides of the
“deal-versus-no deal” equation, emphasizing (a) the value of his target deal
to his counterparts relative to (b) the cost of no deal.13 He often argued that
for a deal to be attractive and sustainable, each party had to have a stake, or



to see real value, in it relative to no-deal. And value, for Kissinger, is
measured in terms of the parties’ interests as they judge them.

In tandem with stressing how a proposed deal could serve the parties’
interests, Kissinger frequently emphasized the high costs to his counterpart
of a failure to agree. To Rhodesia’s Ian Smith, saying no to majority rule
came to mean a Kissinger-engineered cutoff of rail lines and an end to vital
military support by South Africa plus escalating guerrilla action. To the
Chinese, no-deal with the United States meant facing an increasingly
aggressive Soviet Union alone. And Kissinger could be quite forceful in
describing the consequences of no-deal. In pressing the Israelis to be more
forthcoming with respect to the Syrians, Walter Isaacson somewhat
dramatically recounts Kissinger’s “doomsday” argument: “Conceding
territory in the Golan was bad [for Israel], Kissinger admitted, but letting the
negotiations fail would be worse. ‘I think it is essential that the gravity of a
failure be understood,’ he said. . . . If that happened, the U.S. (and Kissinger)
would no longer be willing to act as a mediator, he warned. The pro-Israel
coalition in Washington, which was based on ‘an odd combination,’ would
quickly fall apart. Israel would find itself alone, helpless.”14

When Success Is Unrealistic: Fruitless Negotiations When “No”
Dominates “Yes”

To a realistic negotiator, in the sense we use the term, one fundamental
reason for a negotiation to stall or fail is simple: in terms of the interests at
stake, refusing to agree looks more attractive to one or more sides than
saying yes. For example, when the British prime minister arranged to
negotiate with Rhodesia’s Ian Smith on the warships HMS Fearless and
HMS Tiger, the talks did not fundamentally fail as a result of a faulty
process, an inauspicious venue, poor communication, cross-cultural miscues,
personality clashes, or lack of preparation. Instead, they went nowhere
because, for Smith, acceding to a deal meant a crushing loss of white power
and position, while a “no” meant a chance for their continuation.
(Kissinger’s approach to the negotiations, by contrast, ultimately confronted
Smith with a situation in which the dire consequences of a “no” to majority
rule were worse than the merely bad ones for a “yes.”) When one or both
sides prefer “no” (or no-deal) to “yes” (or a deal), for any plausible deals, we



describe the situation as having an adverse deal/no-deal balance; simply put,
there is no zone of possible agreement.

While we have thus far cited a number of examples of Kissinger’s
successful negotiations, we now examine two episodes in which he was
unsuccessful at reaching the deal he sought. These cases (first, a failed effort
to gain Pakistani agreement to halt its nuclear weapons program; second, a
failed effort at Jordanian-Israeli disengagement) offer useful insights into the
minimum conditions for deal prospects to be realistic. (Of course, Kissinger
had a number of other negotiation “failures”: some, because no zone of
possible agreement existed; others, due to a faulty approach or other factors.
When it is instructive for our purposes, we later delve into some of these
cases.)15 Such insights can help one assess the likelihood that a potential
negotiation will succeed and determine when one should abandon the effort
to reach agreement. In both the Pakistani and Jordanian cases, as we will
soon show, it became increasingly evident that Kissinger’s counterparts saw
no deal as superior to any agreement that the American could plausibly offer.
At such a point in the process, a realistic negotiator will abandon the effort
unless other factors, such as domestic politics, compel a continuation of the
talks.

Failed Effort: To Persuade Pakistan to Halt Its Nuclear Weapons
Program
In 1976, as President Ford’s term neared its end, Kissinger attempted to

halt the proliferation of nuclear weapons in Pakistan. Five years earlier, as
national security advisor to President Richard Nixon, Kissinger had
developed close ties with Pakistan, which played a crucial role in facilitating
the negotiated opening to China. Now he hoped to prevent Pakistan from
pursuing an already dangerous arms race with neighboring India and
undermining the global nuclear nonproliferation regime. Despite Kissinger’s
arduous efforts, his negotiations with Pakistan failed. Probing the reasons for
this failure helps clarify the importance of the deal/no-deal balance as a
diagnostic tool.

Following humiliating defeat in its 1971 war with India, Pakistan
accelerated its covert nuclear weapons program.16 These efforts were ramped
up in 1974, after India successfully tested a nuclear bomb in May of that
year.17 From Pakistan’s perspective, only its own nuclear weapons could
counter India’s massive conventional military edge and developing nuclear



capability.18 By 1976, however, the Ford administration and the U.S.
Congress were determined to stop the potential global spread of nuclear
weapons, including to Pakistan.19 Yet Pakistan was resolutely intent on
obtaining such weapons, with its prime minister, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, having
famously and publicly promised, “If India builds the bomb, we will eat grass
or leaves, even go hungry, but we will get one of our own.”20

Some members of the Ford administration, including Dick Cheney and
Donald Rumsfeld, proposed the idea of supporting nuclear energy programs
in Iran, and offering Pakistan access to the energy, but Kissinger attempted a
more direct approach.21 In order to obtain nuclear components, the Pakistani
government had turned to France in 1974 to purchase a nuclear reprocessing
facility.22 In June 1976, U.S. pressure, via the Nuclear Suppliers Group,
failed to persuade the French to cancel the agreement.23 (It is intriguing to
speculate whether commencing an earlier, more intensive negotiation
campaign à la Kissinger’s Rhodesian effort might have built sufficient
leverage to dissuade France from the sale. For example, might Kissinger
have earlier and more forcefully enlisted Britain or West Germany’s help
with the French?)

In any case, Kissinger flew to Pakistan in August 1976 to negotiate
directly with Prime Minister Bhutto, strongly encouraging him to halt the
nuclear program. At stake was over $100 million in annual aid from the
United States. If Bhutto agreed to halt the program, Kissinger offered, aid
would continue and the United States would provide Pakistan with 110 A-7
military aircraft and additional military aid.24 This was a potent incentive; the
Pakistani air force supported the deal, but Bhutto refused.25

Though not independently verified, a colorful account of the discussion
has widely circulated, with a smiling Bhutto asking Kissinger what would
happen if he [Bhutto] refused the deal. Temper rising, Kissinger is alleged to
have replied, “Then we will make a horrible example of you!” Bhutto
responded that Pakistan could survive without support from the United
States, but that the United States would then have to find some other ally in
the region. He then promptly walked out of the room, leaving Kissinger
without an agreement.26 Regardless of the details of the account, Bhutto was
in a difficult position. Having taken a strong public stance in favor of a
nuclear weapons program for Pakistan, for both strategic parity with India
and national prestige, and with an election upcoming, he was unable to
retreat without facing a catastrophic loss of public support.27 Kissinger, too,



was in a tough spot; India seemed to be moving closer to the Soviet Union,
and Pakistan was a valuable regional ally.

In September, Kissinger began a revived effort to reach an agreement
with an enhanced offer. Beyond the financial and military lure of his new
proposal, he predicted that a Pakistani “no” would be damaging to that
country’s interests, especially if Jimmy Carter won in the upcoming
November elections. He stressed the likelihood that the more liberal Carter
would sever all U.S. aid to Pakistan, including vital defensive military
hardware.28 Hence, Kissinger urged Pakistan to make a deal now, with the
Ford administration.

Kissinger’s effort had been given a boost in August 1976, with the
resignation of French prime minister Jacques Chirac, who had been handling
that country’s nuclear export policy. French president Valéry Giscard
d’Estaing now took over this file. In September, Kissinger met with Giscard,
who was receptive to prioritizing nonproliferation over commercial
concerns. The French president also suggested that Kissinger turn to the
Shah of Iran to exert additional pressure on Bhutto. Once again, however,
setbacks soon followed. The French quietly informed Kissinger that they
could not halt their sale of nuclear equipment to the Pakistanis, despite their
support for nonproliferation, as no one could prove that the supplies would
be used for weapons. Similarly, efforts with Iran faltered.29

In November, Carter defeated Ford. Kissinger undertook one last effort
at a negotiated resolution, putting together even greater incentives to propose
to Pakistan. In January 1977, he offered Bhutto substantial military and
economic aid and U.S. support to obtain the basic infrastructure for a nuclear
energy program, all in return for an “indefinite postponement” of Pakistan’s
nuclear weapons program. He made the case that Bhutto should agree now
or confront far harsher terms from the incoming Carter administration.
Facing upcoming elections, however, Bhutto refused at least until after the
vote.30 On January 20, Jimmy Carter took office. Kissinger was out of time,
and no deal was reached.

This was a case of an adverse deal/no-deal balance from Pakistan’s
perspective. Virtually no agreement that Kissinger could have plausibly
offered would have exceeded the strategic and political value to Bhutto of no
deal (which meant continuing Pakistan’s pursuit of nuclear weapons). In
short, while making the attempt was clearly worthwhile, the odds were
stacked against success.31



Subsequent events strengthen this conclusion. Later that year, the Carter
administration failed to gain Bhutto’s agreement to a sweetened economic
deal. In July 1977, Bhutto was deposed and ultimately executed. The United
States severed all economic and military aid to Pakistan in September 1977.
Aid was restored in subsequent years, but Pakistan’s overt and clandestine
pursuit of a nuclear bomb was undeterred. The country carried out five
successful nuclear tests in 1998 and now has many nuclear weapons in its
arsenal.32

Failed Effort: To Close the “Jordanian Deal” After Egyptian and
Syrian Disengagement Agreements with Israel
On October 6, 1973, the holiest day of the Jewish year, Egypt and Syria

led Arab armies in a surprise attack on Israel, in part to avenge their
humiliation in the 1967 war. Although the Arabs were strikingly successful
in the early days of the war, Israel, heavily resupplied by the United States,
eventually pushed each army well back into its home territory. Angry at U.S.
and allied support for Israel during the war, Arab oil producers imposed an
oil embargo on the United States and its allies (Canada, Japan, the
Netherlands, and the United Kingdom), causing a fourfold spike in world oil
prices and economic distress.

As the 1973 war concluded, Kissinger envisioned three potential
agreements among Israel and its neighboring states that could dramatically
stabilize the region: an Egyptian-Israeli disengagement accord, a Syrian-
Israeli disengagement deal, and a Jordanian-Israeli pact, though Jordan was
not among the attacking armies. As an immediate benefit, such agreements
should result in the lifting of the oil embargo against the United States and
its allies.

Each of these diplomatic initiatives was audacious to contemplate,
especially given that none of the Arab countries even recognized the State of
Israel. By May, however, to an admiring world, disengagement accords had
been struck on the Egyptian and Syrian fronts—after challenging mediations
by Henry Kissinger (as we see in chapter 4). Yet a deal with Jordan, the
smallest and weakest of the Arab parties, eluded American efforts. As such,
this was a “failed” deal. What led to this outcome and what might we learn
from it, especially about the deal/no-deal balance as a diagnostic tool?

In 1950, the Kingdom of Jordan annexed the West Bank (including East
Jerusalem), but later lost the territory to Israel during the 1967 Six-Day War.
In subsequent years, Jordan’s king Hussein privately took pains to ease



relations with the Israelis. While the two countries remained publicly at
odds, Hussein’s interest in negotiations was strong enough for Kissinger to
propose in December 1973, before the Egyptian and Syrian agreements, that
Israel enter into talks to return at least some of the West Bank to Jordan.33

The Israeli government, however, nixed the idea, rejecting any such
territorial concessions.34

Undeterred, Hussein and Kissinger discussed making a new offer in
January 1974, following the successful conclusion of the Sinai
Disengagement Accords with Egypt. Yet the two ultimately agreed that the
planned talks would have to wait. In the wake of the 1973 war, the
Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC) had initiated
an oil embargo against the United States and its allies. At the same time,
skirmishes along the Israeli-Syrian border threatened to break out into
renewed warfare. Regional leaders, including Jordan’s king Hussein,
concurred that an agreement would have to be struck between Israel and
hard-line Syrian leader Hafez al-Assad before any Jordanian-Israeli accord
moved into the realm of possibility.35

Kissinger returned to the Jordanian capital of Amman in early March
1974 (before he began the Israeli-Syrian shuttle in April). He judged that
Israel could reasonably negotiate only one agreement at a time (with Syria
next in line), but he hoped to set the stage for a Jordanian-Israeli deal over
the West Bank. Controlled and occupied by Israel but overwhelmingly
populated by Palestinians, the West Bank had become a focus for Palestinian
statehood by the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO). At that time,
Israel, the United States, and Jordan vigorously opposed giving the PLO a
role in any future talks, considering it a terrorist organization, one committed
by charter to the destruction of Israel and hostile to the Jordanian
government. Although interpretations of his real views of the PLO range
widely, Kissinger himself held that “the PLO’s principal weapon was terror
against individuals or groups identified with peace negotiations. Its policies
were radical and pro-Soviet.”36

This American-Israeli-Jordanian opposition to a PLO role ran counter
to the growing prestige of the PLO, in part as a function of its “heroic”
resistance to Israel, in much of the Arab world, which increasingly saw the
PLO as the true representative of the Palestinian people.37 (Kissinger saw this
view emerging elsewhere as well: “more and more bystanders—European
governments, American intellectuals—were putting forward the PLO as the



fashionable key to unlock the West Bank. I was sure that it would bolt the
door to a settlement.”38) As a result, he consistently stressed the view that
“everybody’s interest would be served best by establishing as rapidly as
possible a Jordanian presence on the West Bank. This would make moderate
Jordan the negotiator for the Palestinian phase of the peace process.”39

Kissinger’s emphasis on speed was derived from his judgment that the
Jordanian option was a rapidly fading opportunity as the PLO’s appeal for
formally representing the Palestinians grew.

He saw the stakes for potential talks as high because, when
appropriately structured, an Israeli-Jordanian agreement could preempt
future PLO claims to West Bank territory and enhance the prospect that
moderate Jordan (and not the PLO) would represent the Palestinians in
future Arab-Israeli peace negotiations (if and when a Geneva conference
took place). As he stressed, “we think the best way to handle the Palestinian
issue is through negotiations between Israel and Jordan. That is what we’ve
said publicly many times; that’s our real policy. Therefore, we see a
Jordanian negotiation as important.”40 If successful, such a negotiation would
“turn the debate of the Palestinians into one between the Jordanians and the
Palestinians rather than between the Palestinians and Israelis.”41

With the end of Egyptian-Israeli hostilities, the Arab oil embargo
against the United States and its allies was lifted in March 1974. However, to
keep the pressure on the United States to broker an Israeli-Syrian accord, the
embargo-lifting move was made subject to an oil ministers’ review on June
1. When the Syrian disengagement deal was concluded on May 31, and oil
continued to flow, Kissinger’s negotiating activities refocused on Jordan.42

High-level American attention was almost immediate: in June 1974,
President Nixon traveled to the Middle East and, in Jerusalem along with
Kissinger, pressed Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin to negotiate an
agreement with Jordan over the West Bank.43

Kissinger sought to create a sense of urgency for the Israeli-Jordanian
negotiations. To Israeli defense minister Moshe Dayan, he highlighted the
fading opportunity: “There are two possible strategies—to bring the
Jordanians into the West Bank, or to stonewall with Jordan and sooner or
later all hell will break loose with the Palestinians.”44 To Yigal Allon, Israel’s
foreign minister, Kissinger essentially said that the Jordanian option was
now or never: “Israel did not have the option of freezing the status quo on
the West Bank in expectation that a Jordanian negotiation would always



remain available later on. If Israel did not deal with Hussein now, PLO
leader Yasser Arafat would be recognized as the spokesman for the West
Bank within a year.”45

So why, with direct presidential backing and with the widely heralded
Egyptian and Syrian disengagement agreements with Israel to his credit, was
Kissinger unable to broker what he regarded as an important deal with
smaller and weaker Jordan, a deal that would have involved only a modest
Israeli territorial withdrawal (likely ten to twelve kilometers immediately
west of the Jordan River)? Much of the answer can be found by realistically
comparing how attractive “no” increasingly looked to the key parties (Israel
and Jordan) relative to the consequences of “yes.”

A contributing factor involved government turmoil in Israel and the
United States. Having failed to anticipate the near-disastrous 1973 war,
Golda Meir had stepped down as Israeli prime minister in June 1974, to be
replaced by Yitzhak Rabin. Following President Richard Nixon’s June tour
through the Middle East, the Watergate scandal forced him to resign on
August 9, 1974. Vice President Gerald Ford took over and kept Kissinger as
both his secretary of state and national security advisor. Hence both the new
Israeli and U.S. administrations were coping with recent national traumas.

Emphasizing the vital importance of a Jordanian-Israeli deal, King
Hussein was the first head of state to visit Washington after Ford became
president (soon followed by other Middle Eastern leaders). The Ford-
Hussein communiqué affirmed that the “discussions between his majesty
and the President and the Secretary of State were a constructive
contribution  .  .  . [toward] addressing at an appropriately early date  .  .  . a
Jordanian-Israeli disengagement agreement.”46

From August to October, Kissinger and Ford attempted to revive the
Jordanian-Israeli negotiations. Yet Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, Golda
Meir’s successor, faced a sharply divided cabinet and country. His coalition
government held but a one-vote majority in the Israeli Knesset, and he had
pledged that no changes to the status of the West Bank would be made
without an election or plebiscite.47 Both the Egyptian and Syrian
disengagement agreements, heavily pushed by the Americans as well as the
Israeli government, were quite unpopular, especially among some segments
of conservative and religious Israeli groups.48 With respect to a possible
Jordanian deal, many Israelis strongly opposed reestablishing any Arab
authority on the West Bank.49



To counter this, Kissinger was said to have “put the United States’ full
diplomatic support” behind the plan for an Israeli-Jordanian accord, ordering
“scheduled shipments of tanks and other arms to be held up, their release to
be linked directly to Israel’s acceptance of the disengagement plan.”50 To no
avail: for Rabin, the political risks of saying “yes” to a Jordanian deal were
too heavy. Fearful of an electoral backlash that would bring down the
government, the Israeli cabinet was not even prepared to open negotiations
with Jordan.51 Kissinger’s intensive shuttle from October 9 to 15 (with
multiple stops in Israel, Jordan, Egypt, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Algeria, and
Morocco) also failed to produce any movement. (Kissinger was later
reported to have admitted to the king that he had miscalculated “our
manipulative capabilities.”52 And he acknowledged ambivalence over how
hard to press for the Jordanian option or a second Israeli withdrawal from
Sinai. Others offer more devious interpretations.53)

Although King Hussein had pressed for a deal, Arab heads of state
assembled at a summit in Rabat, Morocco, on October 28 and unanimously
endorsed the PLO as “the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian
people.” For Hussein to defy his Arab peers by undertaking any West Bank
negotiation with Israel was now unthinkable; as he proclaimed, “when my
tribe goes astray, I follow it.” To Kissinger, the realistic negotiator, “Hussein
was [now] out of the picture. . . . [G]iven the PLO’s vociferous rejection of
Israel’s right to exist and its active use of terrorism as an instrument of
policy, the Rabat decision guaranteed a nineteen-year impasse on West Bank
negotiations.”54

For Kissinger, pursuing negotiations toward an Israeli-Jordanian
disengagement deal may have been a decent bet early on. At the point,
however, when it became clear, in terms of the interests at stake for both
Rabin and Hussein, that “no” decisively dominated “yes,” thus violating the
minimum condition for agreement prospects to be realistic, it made sense for
Kissinger to abandon the attempt and to shift his negotiating attention
elsewhere.

Suppose, however, that Kissinger had somehow been able to reach a
disengagement deal making Jordan responsible for representing the
Palestinians. Given the sustained swell of support for the PLO in the Arab
world and elsewhere as the real voice of the Palestinians, a good case can be
made that such a Jordanian agreement would have proved unsustainable.
Some go even further, arguing that “what was achieved in 1993 [the Oslo



agreement] might have been achieved in 1974, and much bloodshed
prevented, had [Kissinger] not worked against the Palestinians.”55 Such
speculative judgments, of course, are less about Kissinger’s negotiating
approach than about the accuracy of the assumptions that underlay and drove
his actions. As we will again see with respect to American policy in
Indochina, a negotiation strategy and tactics can be no better than the
substantive premises on which they are based.

* * *

The Jordan negotiation “failed” in the sense that the agreement sought by
Kissinger eluded him, at least during the time frame under consideration.
Yet, as with failed efforts to negotiate a halt to Pakistan’s nuclear program,
our examination highlighted the crucial importance of the “deal/no-deal
balance” as a key tool for realistically analyzing the prospects for a
negotiation to succeed or fail. In each instance, a strong case can be made
that there was no zone of possible agreement: for different reasons, no-deal
was a better option than any plausible deal for at least one crucial party. Yet
does this kind of “failure” mean that it was a mistake for Kissinger to have
entered the Jordanian or Pakistani talks at all or to have persevered when
deal prospects looked bleak?

In general, the greater the potential value of a deal appears relative to
the cost of impasse for each of the parties (as well as any costs of engaging
in negotiation), the greater the odds of success and the more it makes sense
to engage. By contrast, when success odds appear low and/or the costs of
negotiating are high, entering or prolonging a negotiation may be ill-advised
and counterproductive. This could be the case, for example, if the other side
simply used negotiation as a delaying tactic to rearm, get reinforcements, or
watch the costs to its counterpart mount ruinously during the process. And
the costs of entering negotiation can include setting a bad precedent,
activating potent opposition from key groups “behind the table,” and risking
greater “deal fatigue” for future negotiation attempts.

Yet, even where the deal/no-deal balance appears adverse, entering a
negotiation may make sense for at least four reasons. First, the alternative to
a negotiation (for example, war) may be much costlier, and even low odds of
a deal may be worth testing. Second, by entering a negotiation, one may



glean new information that may shift the perceived odds of success. Third,
the deal/no-deal balance may not be static; for example, changes in the
underlying situation may influence these odds while negotiation is ongoing.
Fourth, as we soon explore in more detail, one may act away from the table
to tilt the deal/no-deal balance favorably.

In our judgment, therefore, Kissinger’s decision to test a Jordanian
negotiation made good sense. Yet the Israelis showed no interest in a deal
(for clear electoral reasons). When the Arabs made the PLO the sole
legitimate representative of the Palestinians, King Hussein was clearly out of
the game. At that point, the chances of a deal vanished and Kissinger wisely
abandoned the effort to negotiate an Israeli-Jordanian agreement. Similarly,
in our view, it was worth seeking a negotiated halt to Pakistan’s nuclear
program.

In sum, steering between the poles of what Kissinger caricatured as the
“theologians” (for whom negotiation is generally useless except to ratify
overwhelming superiority) and the “psychiatrists” (for whom negotiation is
ever and always desirable for mutual understanding), the “realistic”
negotiator seeks to craft agreements that serve each party’s interests better
than if no deal were struck.

A realistic orientation provides a systematic way to size up the potential
of a situation to support a deal (or not). One should scan widely for all
relevant factors: the actual and potential parties; a nuanced understanding of
how each sees its interests; possible accords and the value they offer; and an
appraisal of the consequences of impasse. Only when the deal-versus-no-
deal (or the “yes-no” or “deal/no-deal balance”) can potentially be favorable
does the realistic negotiator see the possibility of agreement.

We see the deal/no-deal balance as fundamental to a “realistic”
negotiation approach: when no-deal appears irrevocably superior to the
value of a deal in the eyes of one or more parties critical to agreement, the
necessary condition for a deal is not met. At that point, attempting different
tactics, venues, or negotiation process choices will prove futile. Unless other
reasons for negotiating appear compelling (to delay, to hope for an
exogenous event to shift the balance, to placate a key constituency), the
realistic negotiator will focus efforts elsewhere.

Kissinger’s ideal negotiator, therefore, is both strategic and realistic.
This carries powerful implications, as the next chapter illustrates, for



negotiating not only “at the table” but also away from it to change the game
and favorably tilt the odds of success.



6

Game Changing: Shaping the Deal/No-Deal
Balance*

Beyond “zooming out” to a larger strategic concept and adopting a realistic
stance, Kissinger counsels negotiators to embrace what we call a “wide-
angle” view of the process that seeks sources of influence that may reach
well beyond persuasive arguments in the conference room. In Kissinger’s
words, as a negotiator, “you are trying to affect the conclusions of the other
side, and you are trying to find something that both sides find sufficiently in
their interest to adopt. That’s the essence of negotiation.  .  .  . [I]n an
international negotiation, the panoply of pressures and incentives that you
can marshal is crucial.”1 The idea is to tilt the deal/no-deal balance in favor
of a target agreement.

To identify potential incentives and pressures that could “affect the
conclusions of the other side,” Kissinger often looks for moves outside the
negotiation at hand, or “away from the table.” Faced with a reluctant
counterpart to whom “no” looks superior to “yes,” Kissinger often changes
the game to induce agreement. Instead of drawing a circle around yourself
and your direct counterpart and simply defining your interaction as two-
sided, change the game. This can mean involving or excluding parties,
altering the set of issues under consideration, and/or enhancing your own no-
deal option or worsening that of the other side. More conventional
negotiators often focus on directly persuading a counterpart; by contrast,
Kissinger often reshapes the negotiating setup itself in order to enhance the
value of agreement, raise the costs of impasse, or both.

Recall the Rhodesian case study (in chapters 1–3), in which Kissinger
diagnosed the fundamental reason that even the British prime minister twice
failed to negotiate successfully, mano a mano, black-majority rule with Ian



Smith on the decks of two British warships. Implicitly, the prime minister
equated “negotiation” with the interpersonal dealings between two parties.
The plain, realistic reason for the British failure: to Smith, a “no” to the
British demand maintained at least some chance of preserving white power
and privilege, while a “yes” meant that Rhodesian whites would soon be
subordinate to blacks in that country.

Given this diagnosis, Kissinger was able to elicit a “yes” from Smith by
changing the negotiating game itself to tilt the deal/no-deal balance toward
the American’s preferred agreement. Kissinger undertook complex
coalitional moves away from his ultimate meeting with Smith. He actively
brought Britain, Tanzania, Zambia, other OAU states, and South Africa into
the process in a manner that resulted in putting decisive South African
pressure on Rhodesia. While giving key transitional political and economic
reassurances to whites, Kissinger deployed an empathetic yet assertive style
in dealing with Vorster and, especially, Smith. Within a few months, Smith’s
blunt declaration that black-majority rule would not come to Rhodesia for “a
thousand years” was transformed into black-majority rule “within two
years.”

The inseparability of negotiation and consequences via game-changing
moves will seem self-evident to many people. Yet, while there are important
exceptions, nowhere does Kissinger’s approach to negotiation differ more
from much current scholarship on the subject.2 This is especially true for
research based on laboratory experiments in well-specified setups whose
elements (e.g., the parties, issues, walkaway alternatives), by design, cannot
be changed by the subjects/participants. Modern behavioral investigations
into negotiation tend to focus almost exclusively on the effects on negotiated
outcomes of varying one at-the-table factor at a time, while holding all else
constant. Such factors might include the number of issues, the time limits,
ultimatums versus an offer-counteroffer dynamic, the patterns of concession,
and the attributes of the negotiators (e.g., competitive or cooperative
orientation, national culture, gender).3 In a fairly typical academic view, the
first editor of Harvard’s Negotiation Journal, a distinguished psychologist,
characterized negotiation “as the settlement of differences and the waging of
conflict through verbal exchange”[emphasis supplied].4

Kissinger stresses the narrowness and practical limitations of this view.
“Historically, negotiators have rarely relied exclusively on the
persuasiveness of the argument,” he averred. “A country’s bargaining



position has traditionally depended not only on the logic of its proposals but
also on the penalties it could exact for the other side’s failure to agree.”5 For
Kissinger, artificially separating actions at and away from the table is almost
analytically, and practically, incoherent: “One fundamental principle that I
have learned in diplomacy is you cannot separate diplomacy from the
consequences of action. The idea that you can have a diplomacy that is
conducted like a graduate seminar without the rewards and penalties that
attach to actions, it’s a fantasy.”6

The Special Case of Changing the Game via Coercive Moves

While changing the game can involve many elements such as parties, issues,
and no-deal alternatives, Kissinger pays special attention to the close
relationship of force and negotiation. In The Necessity for Choice, he notes
that “Even at the Congress of Vienna, long considered the model diplomatic
conference, the settlement which maintained the peace of Europe for a
century, was not achieved without the threat of war.”7

In Kissinger’s experience, an overly narrow view of negotiation, as a
purely verbal exchange, extends well beyond the academy: “The prevalent
view within the American body politic sees military force and diplomacy as
distinct, in essence separate, phases of action. Military action is viewed as
occasionally creating the conditions for negotiations, but once negotiations
begin, they are seen as being propelled by their own internal logic.”8

Elaborating this general point, Kissinger goes on to highlight how, in
his view, this common fallacy (of separating negotiation from incentives)
has worked against the effectiveness of many U.S. negotiations in practice:
“[I]n America, we found it very hard to understand this . . . because we tend
to present diplomacy as there’s a period of pressure and then there’s a period
of negotiation, and they’re separate. .  .  . So in the Korean War, we stopped
military operations at the beginning of negotiations.  .  .  . So therefore you
remove one of the incentives.”9

While a military pause during negotiation, in the form of a bombing
halt or cease-fire, does temporarily remove an incentive for the other side to
agree, it can make sense for other reasons. It can lend credibility to your
willingness to call a halt to violence if a final agreement is reached, while
giving the other side a taste of peace. It may strengthen a pro-deal faction on



the other side or mollify one of your key domestic constituencies. Also, it
may simply be the right thing to do for ethical reasons, such as damaging
effects on civilians. Of course, Kissinger is often right: a pause may simply
provide breathing space for one or both sides to rearm, recruit allies, and
regroup.

With respect to Kissinger’s larger point about the relationship between
force and negotiation, it would be hard today to find many professionals who
see force and diplomacy as separate and opposite activities. The vast
majority of senior officials in U.S. career services and among political
appointees holds the belief that diplomacy and negotiations are most
effective when joined with other instruments of national power, including
economic sanctions as well as the threat and use of force. While maintaining
the key role of game-changing moves, Kissinger warns bargainers not to
crudely deploy sticks and carrots to influence behavior: “you have to be
careful not to marshal [them] in such a way that it looks like a demand for
surrender, because then you are creating an additional incentive for
resistance.”10 He broadened this point in a 2016 interview: “Diplomacy and
power are not discrete activities. They are linked, though not in the sense
that each time negotiations stall, you resort to force. It simply means that the
opposite number in a negotiation needs to know there is a breaking point at
which you will attempt to impose your will. Otherwise, there will be a
deadlock or a diplomatic defeat.”11

Once coercion and negotiation are explicitly linked, however, two sets
of questions immediately arise. First, under what conditions are coercive
measures effective as part of a negotiating strategy? Second, even if
potentially effective, under what conditions are coercive moves ethical? We
highlight these issues as they arise in Kissinger’s negotiations, especially
with respect to military action in Vietnam and Cambodia, which we will
soon examine in some depth. With the Indochina (i.e., Vietnam, Cambodia,
and Laos) example in mind, we will revisit this important topic more fully in
a separate section at the end of this chapter, “Force and Diplomacy:
Considerations of Ethics and Effectiveness.”

While moves to worsen the other side’s no-deal options may involve
military force, such cases are extreme; most negotiations do not involve B-
52s. Rather, if the other side won’t agree, more normal consequences include
economic costs, competitive disadvantages, or legal risks. No-deal can mean
forging a countervailing alliance or giving a huge order to an alternative



supplier. And, of course, while it is preferable to have an attractive no-deal
option, sometimes your no-deal option is poor. This can give an edge to your
counterpart—unless you can change the game by improving your walkaway
and/or worsening theirs. Analytically, however, the core point remains:
effective negotiation often involves both words at the table and deeds away
from it.

Lessons from the Vietnam Negotiations

What can we learn from a reexamination of Kissinger’s arduous talks that
produced the Paris Peace Accords in January 1973? After all, this agreement
scarcely lasted two years before North Vietnam conquered the South. We are
neither historians nor experts on this war; nor are we likely to add to the
controversial “lessons of Vietnam” (a phrase that turns up no fewer than
184,000 times in a 2017 Google search).

Despite these limitations, we see taking a fresh look at the Vietnam
negotiations as worthwhile because, first, they represent a challenging case
of how to strengthen a weak bargaining position; second, they highlight the
potential role of creative game-changing moves in such situations, including
the ethics and effectiveness of coercive actions; and third, they underscore
how even highly skillful negotiation ultimately depends for success on the
quality of basic assumptions about the situation.

It may surprise some readers that we will characterize Kissinger’s early
bargaining position with the North Vietnamese as weak. After explaining
this judgment, we focus on the complex of actions that he took (often not
obvious and often away from the table) to transform a poor hand into a better
one. Military action certainly mattered, but so did other, less familiar factors
that suggest a fairly creative approach to very tough negotiations. In various
forms, this challenge of bargaining from weakness is common, important,
and difficult. All things considered, despite the pain of revisiting Vietnam
and the ultimate failure of the Paris Peace Accords, a fresh look can yield
worthwhile insights.

Background to the Vietnam War



Countless books have been written about the polarizing war in Vietnam; the
full story and its implications are complex and fraught with enduring
disagreements.12 Rather than enter this debate or seek to be at all
comprehensive, we will try to offer essential context and highlight aspects of
the Vietnam saga that are most relevant to our focus on game-changing
moves in the negotiations.13

Occupied by Japan during the Second World War, Indochina had been a
French colony of some forty-two million people. With postwar Vietnam
back nominally under French rule, Communist guerrillas waged an
anticolonial struggle for independence with support from Communist China.

After the onset of the Korean War in 1950 and following discussions of
what came to be known as the “domino theory,” President Harry Truman
began aiding France in the war in Indochina. In the context of the Cold War,
this theory suggested that once one country fell under Communist control,
other “dominoes” in the region would fall and communism would spread.
The implication was that the expansion of Communist influence had to be
resisted even in areas that did not otherwise have significant strategic
importance to the United States. Following its defeat at Dien Bien Phu,
France withdrew from Vietnam with the signing of the July 20, 1954,
Geneva Accords, which divided the country at the seventeenth parallel into
northern and southern entities.14 (In fact, given the Soviet and Chinese
Communist threats of that era, Truman and his successors were not wrong to
worry about the aggressive campaigns of both Communist powers to
undermine existing democracies and to sow divisions in the West. The issue
for Indochina, however, was whether the domino theory was applicable.)
Worried by the French defeat, the United States effectively recognized South
Vietnam in 1955. By the end of its term, the Eisenhower administration had
provided over a billion dollars in assistance, with 692 U.S. “military
advisors” helping to train the South Vietnamese Army.15 Seeking to contain
the spread of communism, then the guiding principle of U.S. foreign policy,
President John F. Kennedy increased the U.S. presence in Vietnam from 900
to 16,263 military advisors.16 By 1963, South Vietnamese president Ngo
Dinh Diem, whose policies clashed with Washington’s preferences, had been
deposed and killed in a coup that the United States at least passively
condoned. General Nguyen Van Thieu, one of the coup leaders, became
president of South Vietnam in 1967, and remained in that position
throughout the Nixon years.17



Following John F. Kennedy’s assassination, Lyndon Johnson was
elected president in 1964 in a landslide. Continuing to espouse the domino
theory, Johnson’s defense secretary, Robert McNamara, articulated a
common view among American policy makers: “Hanoi’s victory [in South
Vietnam] would be a first step toward eventual Chinese hegemony over the
two Vietnams and Southeast Asia and toward exploitation of the new [wars
of liberation] strategy in other parts of the world.”18

In August 1964, Congress passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution after
the North Vietnamese were said to have attacked two American destroyers.
Later the subject of controversy over the accuracy of reports about the
attack, including whether it even happened, the Tonkin Resolution
authorized President Johnson to use force to repel aggression and, in effect,
to dramatically expand the war in Indochina.19

The Soviet and Chinese Connections
Although the U.S. public and policymaking community had generally

regarded Communist countries as monolithic during the 1950s and ’60s,
relations between the USSR and China had become increasingly tense
through the 1960s. This “Sino-Soviet split” generally worked in Hanoi’s
favor as the Soviet Union and China competed to be North Vietnam’s
primary supporter.20 For a decade after the French defeat in 1954, China
provided Hanoi with an estimated $670 million in aid, and increased support
from $110 million in 1965 to $225 million in 1967. China’s aid averaged
between $150 and $200 million per year during the remaining years of the
war.21

After the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was passed, Chinese premier Mao
Zedong personally assured Ho Chi Minh, North Vietnam’s leader, of China’s
support. From 1965 to 1969, Beijing is estimated to have sent 320,000
personnel to Vietnam to help operate military equipment and to build and
repair transportation links.22

The Soviet Union’s support (estimated at $365 million from 1954 to
1964) was more modest than Beijing’s, reflecting Soviet general secretary
Nikita Khrushchev’s belief that Indochina was a low strategic priority
compared to postwar German issues and the emerging China challenge.23

Leonid Brezhnev’s assumption of power in October 1964 marked a change
in Moscow’s approach.24 As the Sino-Soviet split deepened, it became
“critically important [for Moscow] to reverse the pro-Chinese trend in



Hanoi.”25 Embroiling the United States in a protracted, divisive struggle that
drained its resources was an added advantage that the Soviet leadership
sought to exploit.26

In 1965, Hanoi rejected Chinese premier Zhou Enlai’s request that
North Vietnam dissociate itself from Moscow, and accepted some $550
million in Soviet military assistance.27 In short, North Vietnam was able to
secure substantial support from both the Soviets and Chinese. The forces
deployed against South Vietnam included North Vietnamese troops and the
Vietcong, a closely allied force of guerrillas and some regular army units,
based mostly in the South.28

That same year, reassured of continued Soviet and Chinese support,
Vietcong forces attacked an American air base near the South Vietnamese
city of Pleiku, killing 8 Americans and wounding 126 more.29 This led
President Lyndon Johnson to order the rapidly intensifying “Rolling
Thunder” bombing campaign, which began in March 1965 and included
targets in North Vietnam. Though smaller skirmishes involving U.S.
personnel and advisors had earlier taken place, Rolling Thunder marked the
beginning of major direct U.S. military engagement. Later that month, the
first U.S. combat troops, consisting of 3,500 marines, landed in Vietnam.30

American involvement escalated rapidly: by the end of 1965, U.S. military
forces exceeded 180,000. Over the next two years, the totals exceeded
385,000 and 485,000, respectively, growing to 536,100 U.S. troops deployed
in Vietnam by 1968.31

On January 30, 1968, the Vietnamese New Year, or Tet, North
Vietnamese and Vietcong troops launched massive surprise attacks
throughout South Vietnam. These forces captured several cities, including
Hué, Vietnam’s ancient imperial capital. They assaulted targets ranging from
military command centers to the U.S. embassy in Saigon, which Vietcong
troops briefly occupied. Over the next month, American and South
Vietnamese forces beat back the attacks, inflicting heavy losses on North
Vietnamese and Vietcong forces during what became known as the Tet
Offensive.

Despite the adverse military outcome for the North and the Vietcong,
the Tet Offensive shocked U.S. political and defense officials, many of
whom had judged the enemy incapable of mounting such an ambitious
operation. More important, it stunned the American public, which generally
believed that the war was being won. CBS news anchor Walter Cronkite,



widely regarded as “the most trusted man in America,” exclaimed, “What
the hell is going on? I thought we were winning the war.” While a clear
military defeat for the North, the Tet Offensive proved to be a great symbolic
and political victory. It became the turning point in U.S. attitudes toward the
war, decisively shifting the objective from winning the war militarily to
finding an acceptable way out.32

Increasing waves of domestic antiwar protests had accompanied the
escalation of the U.S. military role in Vietnam.33 Frustrated by his inability to
bring the conflict to an end and facing a huge domestic backlash against the
war, President Johnson announced in March 1968 that he would not seek
reelection. Though the Vietnam War had claimed one U.S. presidency,
Johnson actively pursued negotiations with the North Vietnamese, which
included a bombing halt and offers of economic aid. These talks apparently
came very close to fruition, but ultimately failed (likely due to interference
by then-candidate Nixon, who evidently persuaded the South Vietnamese to
reject the deal since they would get better terms under his administration).34

The New Nixon Administration: Interests and Target Agreement

It is important to understand that, especially given the U.S. domestic
situation, neither Richard Nixon nor Henry Kissinger believed that the
Vietnam War could now be won militarily in the manner sought by previous
administrations. As a candidate, Nixon promised that the “first priority
foreign policy objective of our next Administration will be to bring an
honorable end to the war in Vietnam.”35 Elsewhere, he bluntly articulated one
of the “fundamental premises” with which he began his presidency: on
Vietnam, “total military victory was no longer possible.”36 In 1968, Kissinger
wrote, “The Tet Offensive marked the watershed of the American effort.
Henceforth, no matter how effective our actions, the prevalent strategy could
no longer achieve its objectives within a period or with force levels
politically acceptable to the American people.”37 Not surprisingly, both men
early on focused on finding a negotiated solution.

An Overview of Key Parties’ Interests

American and South Vietnamese Interests



Making sense of the negotiations that followed calls for at least a basic
understanding of how each side saw its most important interests. Inspired by
the “lessons of Munich” and the domino theory, American policy makers
during the 1950s and ’60s had envisioned the Vietnam War primarily as part
of a larger global pattern of Soviet- and Chinese-sponsored Communist
aggression. When the Nixon administration took office, China and the USSR
continued to support the North Vietnamese and Vietcong against the South.
Yet, although outside Communist patrons played important roles, the war
was increasingly seen as being fought among and between the Vietnamese
themselves.

Given this understanding and the vanishing U.S. prospects for winning
the war militarily, Nixon and Kissinger had shifted from the earlier goal of
outright victory. They identified several key U.S. interests: to give the
anticommunist South Vietnamese a solid chance to fend off the North
militarily, to let the different Vietnam parties determine their own political
fate more or less peacefully, to withdraw American troops from Indochina,
and to bring home U.S. prisoners of war. These interests would be served by
a withdrawal of North Vietnamese forces from the South and incorporation
of the Vietcong into a peaceful political process.

More broadly, from the outset of the Nixon administration, the divisive
Vietnam War had dominated U.S. foreign policy and interfered with the
United States’ larger geopolitical goals, principally détente with the Soviet
Union and rapprochement with China. Ending American involvement in this
bloody war would enable more effective diplomacy on other, more
strategically critical fronts. Yet Nixon and Kissinger were determined that
Vietnam should be handled in a way that maintained the credibility of U.S.
security commitments worldwide.

The Thieu regime in South Vietnam clearly saw its core interest in
retaining power by preventing a takeover by the powerful North and the
Vietcong. From its viewpoint, this would require the withdrawal of North
Vietnamese forces from the South and continued American military
involvement at a significant level. This latter preference would conflict with
the U.S. interest in its forces returning home. Yet, in a critical respect,
Thieu’s interests dovetailed with Kissinger’s conviction that abandoning
South Vietnam, an ally of the United States through four presidencies, both
was wrong in itself and would irreparably damage U.S. prestige and
credibility across the globe. Indeed, Kissinger emphasized the extent to



which countries ranging from Germany and the NATO allies to Japan and
South Korea depended for their security on belief in American promises.38

Kissinger was especially concerned that rapidly withdrawing from
Vietnam and in effect abandoning Saigon would damage Chinese respect for
American power. The prospect of countervailing American force was a
major factor that led China, facing a threatening Soviet Union massing
troops on its border, to seek rapprochement with the United States. “Peking
had no interest in a demonstration that the United States was prepared to
dump its friends,” Kissinger stated; “in its long-range perspective of seeking
a counterweight to the Soviet Union, Peking in fact had a stake in our
reputation for reliability.”39

North Vietnamese and Vietcong Interests
For decades, North Vietnamese and Vietcong interests had included

expelling foreigners (Chinese, French, and then American) from Vietnamese
territory. By the time Nixon and Kissinger took power, the prime interest of
the North was to ensure the withdrawal of American forces, while leaving its
own forces in position. In tandem with the Vietcong guerrillas, it sought to
take over the remaining noncommunist parts of South Vietnam.

In its December 31, 1968, message, Hanoi called for the “replacement
of  .  .  . the ‘Thieu-Ky-Huong’ clique,” the disparaging epithet by which the
North Vietnamese regularly referred to South Vietnam’s leadership.40 At one
point, North Vietnamese negotiator Le Duc Tho helpfully advised Kissinger
that South Vietnamese president Thieu did not have to be removed publicly;
it could be done secretly—for example, through assassination.41

The strength of the opposing North Vietnamese versus American
interests on this issue, in overthrowing versus maintaining the Saigon
government in the South, can be gauged from Kissinger’s unequivocal
declaration on this point. He stated that “our refusal to overthrow an allied
government [in Saigon] remained the single and crucial issue that
deadlocked all negotiation until October 8, 1972, when Hanoi withdrew the
demand.42 The North Vietnamese foreign minister explicitly and
emphatically corroborated this point from his government’s viewpoint.43

As later events underscored, the North wanted to impose a Communist
form of government throughout the (unified) country. While a North
Vietnamese and Vietcong victory would have pleased their Soviet and



Chinese patrons, the Vietnamese combatants’ focus was on Indochina, not
mainly on the advance of global communism.

In this context, Nixon and Kissinger sought to negotiate an agreement
with the North Vietnamese that would see all sides withdraw their forces
from the South with the political future of the South determined peacefully
by the key Vietnamese parties—and with American prisoners of war brought
home. This had to be done in a manner that preserved the credibility of
American foreign policy commitments. As should be evident even from this
cursory examination of the interests of the major parties to the conflict, this
would prove to be a tough sell.

As we launch into an analysis of the Vietnam talks, we step back briefly
to emphasize a point that is basic to any effective negotiation: an accurate
assessment of your interests. It drives the target agreement you seek to reach
and often influences your strategy and tactics. If the assumptions underlying
your interest assessment are deeply flawed, even a superb negotiation
strategy and tactical brilliance cannot be truly successful. For purposes of the
negotiation analysis that follows, we provisionally take as givens the
American interests and target agreement as they were expressed at the time.
Toward the end of this chapter, we revisit the assumptions underlying
Kissinger’s conception of the American interests at stake in this conflict.

Negotiations Begin

On December 20, 1968, soon after Richard Nixon’s election, but before he
took office, his incoming administration expressed readiness to negotiate.44

While there were numerous detailed military and political issues, the
essential questions involved the terms of a cease-fire and bombing halt, the
extent and timing of North Vietnamese and American troop withdrawals
from the South,45 the fate of prisoners of war, and the basis for a settlement
between Saigon and the Vietcong on the political future of the South. On
May 14, 1969, in his first televised speech on Vietnam, Nixon presented an
eight-point peace proposal, the central feature of which was a mutual pullout
of each side’s forces within a year (at least the “major portions” of U.S. and
allied forces46).

The North Vietnamese and Vietcong remained steady with their
ultimatum: all U.S. forces had to leave Vietnam, and the United States had to
depose the South Vietnamese government, with which it was allied.47 Nixon



and Kissinger refused, judging that acceding to Hanoi’s demands would not
only betray an ally but also deal a severe blow to U.S. credibility worldwide,
putting other crucial foreign policy objectives at risk.

While inconclusive public talks (among the Americans, the North and
South Vietnamese, and the Vietcong) took place in Paris, Kissinger met and
negotiated secretly with his North Vietnamese counterpart, Le Duc Tho.
Kissinger judged that private talks could not be used for North Vietnamese
propaganda and that any willingness to settle on the part of the North would
more likely be revealed in secret talks.48 (Later, and especially in chapter 13
we further explore the ramifications of secrecy in these and other
negotiations.) Beginning on February 20, 1970, Kissinger and Tho met three
times through April 4, 1970. During the last of these sessions, Kissinger
proposed a mutual U.S.–North Vietnamese withdrawal from South Vietnam
on a precise schedule over sixteen months.49 Le Duc Tho turned down this
proposal.

In March 1969, Nixon had ordered the launch of a U.S. secret bombing
campaign against North Vietnamese sanctuaries and supply lines in
Cambodia. On April 20, 1970, partly to shore up public support for the war,
and in line with his campaign pledge to end the war, Nixon announced the
withdrawal of one hundred fifty thousand Americans from Vietnam within a
year. Ten days later, he announced a ground “incursion” into Cambodia,
consisting of tens of thousands of American and South Vietnamese troops.
With public revelation of this escalation into a formally neutral country,
ongoing demonstrations against the war mounted to a tidal wave of protest
that washed over the United States. At Ohio’s Kent State University, on May
4, 1970, National Guardsmen shot and killed four unarmed protesting
students, further convulsing the country. On May 8, almost a hundred
thousand marchers converged on the White House.50 Events and proposals
moved more quickly. On June 24, the Senate repealed the Gulf of Tonkin
Resolution, though the House did not follow suit.

Hanoi, unmoved by various American proposals during this period,
continued to insist that the United States withdraw its forces and effect
regime change in Saigon. During 1970, the war continued to rage, with more
than 6,100 American deaths in Vietnam during that single year (and many
times that number of Vietnamese war fatalities). For comparison, total
American deaths in Iraq during the seven years between 2003 and 2010 were
4,424.51



Barriers to Agreement
Why were these talks stuck? From a realistic perspective (evaluating

the deal/no-deal balance), it is hardly surprising that these negotiations and
subsequent talks went nowhere for some time. Consider three related factors
—we might call them barriers to agreement—influencing how North
Vietnam weighed accepting American proposals relative to saying no,
stonewalling, and continuing to fight:
 

1. In August 1965, 61 percent of Americans believed that the United
States was right in sending troops to fight in Vietnam. That belief had
dwindled to 41 percent by the time Lyndon Johnson announced on
March 31, 1968, that he would not seek a second presidential term, due
largely to the unpopular Vietnam War. By May 1971, this figure had
dropped to 28 percent, meaning that 72 percent of the public thought
that sending U.S. troops had been a mistake (although public support
for Nixon’s Vietnam policies were significantly higher).52

2. Domestic pressures rapidly mounted on the new Nixon administration
to withdraw. Numerous public and congressional critics had been
demanding prompt disengagement from Vietnam in return only for the
release of American prisoners of war. On October 15, 1969, massive
demonstrations took place around the country—twenty thousand strong
in New York, thirty thousand in New Haven, and one hundred thousand
in Boston (where a skywriting plane drew a huge peace sign
overhead).53 The Cambodian incursion in May 1970 triggered even
more intense protests. In 1971, Congress passed seventy-two
(nonbinding) resolutions demanding U.S. withdrawal.54 These pressures
continued to escalate, as did international condemnation of the U.S.
role.

3. Responding to public opposition, protests, and Congressional actions—
in large part to shore up public support for its Vietnam policies and
given its campaign promise to extricate the United States from Vietnam
—the Nixon administration unilaterally withdrew American forces at a
strikingly rapid pace. From approximately 536,000 American troops in
Vietnam in 1968, when Nixon won the presidency, the total force level
dropped by 70 percent, to about 157,000 troops by 1971, and to fewer
than 25,000 in 1972.55



Given these factors, what incentive did a militarily confident Hanoi
conceivably have to agree during those first years of negotiation, in light of
its relatively appealing no-deal alternative: a fast-diminishing American
military presence linked to mounting public and congressional opposition?
The North Vietnamese, Kissinger observed, “coolly analyzed the withdrawal
[of U.S. troops], weighing its psychological benefits to us in terms of
enhanced staying power against the decline in military effectiveness
represented by a shrinking number of American forces. Hanoi kept up
incessant pressure for the largest possible withdrawal in the shortest possible
time. The more automatic our withdrawal, the less useful it was as a
bargaining weapon; [our] demand for mutual withdrawal grew hollow as our
unilateral withdrawal accelerated.”56

Given this situation, Le Duc Tho “tormented” Kissinger with the
seemingly unanswerable military question: “Before, there were over a
million U.S. and puppet [South Vietnamese] troops, and you failed. How can
you succeed when you let the puppet troops do the fighting? Now, with only
U.S. [air] support, how can you win?”57 Kissinger’s evaluation of the early
years of the negotiation was bluntly realistic: the North Vietnamese would
draw out the negotiations while seeking a military victory.58

Recall the September 1971 image of U.S. Army general Vernon Walters
hearing Le Duc Tho say to Kissinger, “I really don’t know why I am
negotiating anything with you. I have just spent several hours with Senator
[George] McGovern and your opposition will force you to give me what I
want.”59

Kissinger’s assessment: “To them [the North Vietnamese] the Paris
talks were not a device for settlement but an instrument of political warfare.
They were a weapon to exhaust us psychologically, to split us from our
South Vietnamese ally, and to divide our public opinion through vague hints
of solutions just out of reach because of the foolishness or obduracy of our
government.”60 He concluded: “No negotiator, least of all the hard-boiled
revolutionaries from Hanoi, will settle so long as he knows that his opposite
number will be prevented from sticking to a position by constantly
escalating domestic pressures.”61

Figure 6.1 offers a highly simplified description of one core barrier to
an acceptable agreement. In the figure, the two-headed arrow shows the
direct U.S.–North Vietnamese negotiations; the single-headed arrows
indicate one party exerting pressure on another, whether political, public



relations, diplomatic, or military. The relative sizes of the two rounded
figures to the right of “North Vietnam” suggest the fundamental and
seemingly obvious implication: for Hanoi in 1970, “no” powerfully
dominated “yes.” If this observation is accurate, just what approaches to this
negotiation might Kissinger (and Nixon) have adopted that could
conceivably have borne fruit in such unpromising circumstances, which we
have characterized as “negotiating from a weak position”?

Figure 6.1: Fundamental Barrier, 1970–

North Vietnam Strongly Prefers “No” to “Yes”

Note: Two-headed arrows imply direct negotiations; single-headed arrows imply pressure (political,
PR, diplomatic, military).

Along with President Nixon, Kissinger confronted three broad
challenges as he sought to transform a North Vietnamese “no” into an
acceptable “yes” that would end the war, at least for the United States:
 

First, he would have to overcome unrelenting military efforts by the
North Vietnamese and Vietcong to vanquish South Vietnam, persuading
Hanoi that genuine negotiations leading to an acceptable deal were in
its interest relative to no-deal options—despite the rapidly diminishing
U.S. military presence.



Second, he would somehow have to respond to increasingly insistent
pressure from the Congress and domestic antiwar protesters to
withdraw entirely and unilaterally from Indochina.
Third, for any U.S.-Hanoi agreement short of the military victory the
South Vietnamese fervently pursued, Kissinger would have to persuade
a most reluctant South Vietnamese president Thieu to accept it.

In confronting these challenges, one can imagine trying different
negotiation styles or venues. Would a cooperative or competitive orientation
toward Le Duc Tho be best? Greater cultural understanding and sensitivity?
An exquisitely tuned ability to listen to Tho, read his body language, or
formulate genuinely creative options? Tune up the persuasiveness and charm
of American rhetoric? Even listing these various tactical and process options
should make clear how inadequate they would likely be in the face of the
barriers to agreement we have identified. So, what might work?

Nixon and Kissinger’s actions to surmount these barriers, to transform a
weak hand into a stronger one, can be analyzed as a “negotiation
campaign.”62 When we speak of a negotiation campaign, as we briefly did in
analyzing the Rhodesian talks, we have in mind a target agreement—in this
case, getting Le Duc Tho to say yes to an acceptable deal. (Although, if he
did, further tough negotiations would be required with the South
Vietnamese.) Mapping backward from that target “yes” will typically
involve highlighting a required series of other agreements and actions on
multiple fronts, thus maximizing, once those other agreements are in place,
the chances of realizing the target agreement. As we will soon see, direct
negotiations with Le Duc Tho (the North Vietnamese front) would be
inadequate for success. Beyond these direct talks, Kissinger and Nixon
changed the game by altering the parties, the issues, and the consequences of
impasse. A simplified listing of these other campaign fronts that had been
put in place by 1973 would include:63 the military contest with the North
Vietnamese and Vietcong that came to involve neighboring Cambodia and
Laos; U.S. domestic and congressional opinion; the Chinese; the Soviet
Union; West Germany and other European countries; and President Thieu of
South Vietnam.

Yet, before analyzing this multifront negotiation campaign designed to
strengthen an arguably weak hand, we pose a more basic question—
especially in the face of such daunting barriers to agreement that had already



claimed one president, convulsed the country, and led to militarily
questionable withdrawals of U.S. forces. Instead of negotiating from this
unpromising position in the hope of achieving a more ambitious deal, would
it have been wiser for Kissinger and Nixon to have sought an earlier
agreement (say, in 1969) that would simply have provided for the return of
American prisoners of war and permitted a U.S. exit from the conflict?

This question is especially apt given that, scarcely two years after the
Paris Peace Accords were signed in January 1973, South Vietnam fell to the
North. Agreeing earlier to the same ultimate result would, to a first
approximation, have saved many of the tens of thousands of lives lost
between 1969 and 1973.64 After analyzing the actual negotiations, we return
to this pointed question toward the end of this chapter in a separate section
entitled “Underlying Judgments: Why Not Simply Withdraw from Vietnam
in 1969?”

Negotiating, Responding Militarily, and Seeking Domestic Support

Prior to our analysis of barriers to negotiated agreement, we recounted the
Nixon administration’s military and diplomatic actions through the May
1970 Cambodian “incursion” (“invasion” to critics). Both Nixon and
Kissinger had become convinced that a strong military response to North
Vietnam was required. In Kissinger’s words, “An enemy determined on
protracted struggle could only be brought to compromise by being
confronted by insuperable obstacles on the ground.”65 In the language we’ve
been using, to make a deal more appealing to Hanoi, military action was
intended to make no-deal worse. However, if such actions were seen mainly
as escalating and expanding the war, they would trigger powerful protests
and cost vital domestic support.

Partly on the merits and partly to maintain adequate public backing for
their Vietnam policies, Nixon and Kissinger pursued three related sets of
actions. First, as we have indicated, they rapidly accelerated U.S. troop
withdrawals. Second, as U.S. troops went home, the fighting shifted from
American ground forces to the South Vietnamese army, increasingly backed
by American air and naval power (which involved comparatively few
Americans and did not “count” against troop ceilings). Dubbed
“Vietnamization,” this policy shift required a rapid increase in the size and
training of South Vietnam’s army.66 Third, in seeking an acceptable



negotiated outcome in Paris, the administration sought to “write an
impeccable record of reasonableness.”67 This was intended to persuade both
domestic and key foreign audiences that the United States was forthcoming
in the negotiations while North Vietnam was intransigent. Being seen as
flexible in negotiation would also make a tough U.S. military response more
palatable if it were later required.

On September 7, 1970, in the secret Paris talks, Kissinger enhanced his
earlier proposal (which Hanoi had rejected): the United States was now
prepared to leave after a year (versus the prior offer of sixteen months) with
no residual presence in South Vietnam (without residual forces, bases, or
U.S. advisors, as the previous proposal had envisioned), provided that free
and internationally supervised elections took place in the South.68

At first blush, this proposal might be seen as Kissinger making the
Negotiation 101 mistake of “bidding against himself,” as the North
Vietnamese had not budged before he made a better offer. Yet two factors
work against this interpretation. First, a critical objective in these
negotiations was to establish for domestic and other audiences (when the
American concessions became public) just how reasonable and forthcoming
the United States had been relative to Hanoi. Second, the American position
on the ground was steadily weakening as U.S. troops rapidly withdrew; the
negotiating position reflected this reality—and both sides knew it.

On October 7, in a major television speech that was generally well
received, Nixon proposed a “standstill” cease-fire across Indochina,
including a bombing halt, until a broader agreement could be reached. Along
with troop withdrawals and increasing Vietnamization, this speech was
intended in part to open up more domestic political space for stronger
military action against North Vietnam and the Vietcong, which both
Kissinger and Nixon expected to be necessary. Referring only to the public
negotiations in Paris, Nixon positioned the United States as accommodating
and persistent in seeking a negotiated settlement while accusing Hanoi of
being unreasonable and uncompromising.69 Nixon kept the Kissinger-Tho
talks secret, hoping that this channel might prove more promising. The
North Vietnamese quickly turned down his proposals.70

The United States took much more extensive steps to cut off the
Vietcong insurgency’s supply lines and sanctuaries in neighboring Cambodia
and Laos. Hanoi had been using these routes and locations since the late
1950s to supply the Vietcong guerrillas and to attack and kill South



Vietnamese and American troops.71 As we’ve just described, following the
secret bombing that started in March 1969, thousands of U.S. and South
Vietnamese troops had invaded North Vietnamese sanctuaries in Cambodia
in May 1970 (which led to massive U.S. antiwar demonstrations). In January
1971, U.S. fighter-bombers launched heavy airstrikes intended to hit North
Vietnamese supply camps in Laos and Cambodia. During the first few
months of that year, an all-South Vietnamese force, aided by American
airpower, attacked North Vietnamese positions in Laos, taking very heavy
casualties and calling into serious question the effectiveness of the
Vietnamization program.72

In the context of the Vietnam War, Nixon and Kissinger, along with
others, saw Cambodia in particular as a key front where the North
Vietnamese had been massively involved for years, independent of
American actions. The Americans regarded the ground invasions and
bombing of Cambodian and Laotian sanctuaries as militarily necessary to
starve the Vietcong insurgency of support and to reduce Vietcong attacks on
American and South Vietnamese soldiers. Kissinger indicated that within
weeks of the Nixon administration’s taking office, “[t]he Vietnamese
communists started an offensive that killed four to six hundred Americans a
week, so that after a month we had lost more people in the Vietnamese
offensive than we were to lose in 10 years of war in Afghanistan. Many of
these casualties came from four North Vietnamese divisions that had
occupied a part of Cambodian territory.”73 Kissinger and Nixon saw the
Cambodian operations as signaling to the North Vietnamese and their
patrons in Moscow and Beijing that the United States had the will and
capacity to resist Hanoi.74 As Kissinger argued more broadly, “We needed a
strategy that made continuation of the war seem less attractive to Hanoi than
a settlement.”75

This military strategy triggered extensive domestic protests about U.S.
military moves in Cambodia and Laos. Critics condemned these sometimes
secret actions as militarily ineffective, democratically illegitimate, and
representing an unjustified expansion of the war into neutral countries with
dire long-term consequences for the region. (We revisit these critiques in a
separate section toward the end of this chapter, when we explicitly examine
the effectiveness and ethics of imposing costs, especially the use of force, as
a means of inducing agreement in negotiation.)



In the meantime, American troop withdrawals continued. The last U.S.
Marine combat units left Vietnam in April 1971, ending major marine
participation in the war. In the ensuing period, Kissinger offered a series of
increasingly significant concessions. While previous offers envisioned a
mutual U.S.–North Vietnamese withdrawal from South Vietnam, Kissinger
told Le Duc Tho on May 31, 1971, that the United States was prepared to
withdraw unilaterally in return for an end to North Vietnamese infiltration of
Cambodia and Laos, which at least implicitly meant leaving intact the
existing Vietcong and regular North Vietnamese formations in the South.76

On August 16, he offered to withdraw U.S. troops at the same time as the
prisoners were released, as long as this did not involve the United States
removing Saigon’s government on the way out.77 Hanoi continued to say no.

Henry Kissinger had developed a more granular view of his
consistently intransigent North Vietnamese counterpart. In later reflections,
he observed that “Le Duc Tho’s profession was revolution, his vocation
guerrilla warfare. He could speak eloquently of peace but it was an
abstraction alien to any personal experience. He had spent ten years of his
life in prisons under the French. In 1973 he showed me around an historical
museum in Hanoi, which he admitted sheepishly he had never visited
previously.”78

Kissinger’s assessment of Le Duc Tho and the North Vietnamese
leadership he represented had straightforward implications for the
negotiation approach that had a chance of succeeding: “I grew to understand
that Le Duc Tho considered negotiations as another battle. Any settlement
that deprived Hanoi of final victory was by definition in his eyes a ruse. He
was there to wear me down. As the representative of the truth[,] he had no
category for compromise. Hanoi’s proposals were put forward as the sole
“logical and reasonable” for negotiations. . . . As a spokesman for the ‘truth,’
Le Duc Tho had no category for our method of negotiating; trading
concessions seemed to him immoral unless a superior necessity supervened,
and until that happened he was prepared to wait us out indefinitely. He
seemed concerned to rank favorably in the epic pantheon of Vietnamese
struggles; he could not consider as an equal this barbarian from across the
sea who thought that eloquent words were a means to deflect the inexorable
march of history.”79

Of course, whether it was personality or ideology that induced Le Duc
Tho toward intransigence, it was also a plain fact that a North Vietnamese



waiting game seemed likely to pay off given the steadily weakening
American position.

As 1972 approached, however, a number of signs pointed toward a
major North Vietnamese offensive that was taking shape against the South.
Especially in view of his assessment of Le Duc Tho and the Hanoi regime
behind him, Kissinger argued that such an offensive must be blunted in order
for him to make progress in the Paris talks: “In the final analysis we cannot
expect the enemy to negotiate seriously with us until he is convinced nothing
can be gained by continuing the war.”80

Nixon and Kissinger sought to further prepare the diplomatic and
domestic ground for the powerful U.S. military response (primarily via
airpower) that they felt would be necessary to complement the South
Vietnamese ground defense.81 To accomplish this, Nixon felt that he needed
to greatly strengthen his administration’s public record of reasonableness in
negotiations and to bring home more soldiers. Although a reduced U.S. force
would be less effective in thwarting a North Vietnamese offensive, and
would certainly diminish Kissinger’s bargaining leverage, Nixon continued
to withdraw American troops, bringing the level down to 156,800 soldiers
by the end of 1971 (from half a million only two years prior—and that total
would rapidly fall to fewer than 25,000 by year’s end 1972).

At the same time, to strengthen the U.S. military posture even as troops
were being withdrawn, Kissinger noted that “by early March, with a decisive
[North Vietnamese] offensive clearly approaching, we found ourselves in the
anomalous position of augmenting with forces that did not count against the
troop ceiling—B-52s, aircraft carriers—while continuing the promised
withdrawals of ground troops and planning the announcement of the next
round of withdrawals, which would be expected about May 1.”82

In a January 25, 1972, address to the nation, President Nixon for the
first time revealed the secret talks between Kissinger and Le Duc Tho,
publicizing an eight-point peace plan. Disclosure of these talks was not
unanticipated by Kissinger, who later wrote, “To be sure, our exchanges with
the North Vietnamese were secret. But I always conducted them with their
ultimate public impact in mind. If pressed too far, we had the option to
disclose them.”83 After criticizing Hanoi for earlier rejecting the increasingly
forthcoming American peace proposals, Nixon offered to withdraw the
balance of U.S. troops within six months.84 However, he once again refused
to overthrow the government in Saigon.85



Kissinger shared the text of Nixon’s January 25 speech with Moscow
and Beijing, warning that U.S. patience with North Vietnam was running
low.86 As expected, Hanoi launched a major Spring Offensive on March 30,
1972, employing as many as two hundred thousand troops in an all-out effort
to vanquish South Vietnam, largely by conventional rather than guerrilla
forces.

In Nixon and Kissinger’s view, this represented one last (massive)
throw of the dice by North Vietnam. In Kissinger’s words, “Now, as before,
we were given only one way out of the war [in the Paris negotiations]—to
dismantle our ally and withdraw unconditionally. We had rejected surrender
at the conference table; we would refuse it on the battlefield.”87 He
continued: “I had reckoned all along that Hanoi’s offensive would culminate
in a serious negotiation, whatever happened. If Hanoi were to prevail on the
battlefield, Nixon would be forced to settle on Hanoi’s terms; if the offensive
were halted and the probable Democratic candidate, Senator George
McGovern, looked as if he was winning the election, Hanoi would wait; it
would gamble on the extremely favorable terms he was offering. .  .  . If the
offensive were blunted and Nixon looked like the probable winner, Hanoi
would make a major effort to settle with us.”88

Nixon and Kissinger decided to respond forcefully to the huge Spring
Offensive, by mining North Vietnam’s Haiphong harbor, thus depriving
Hanoi of Soviet military supplies (especially oil) that arrived by sea. They
also undertook a massive bombing campaign both of North Vietnamese
forces and in North Vietnam, especially of the roads and rail lines from
China, which would be the preferred alternative route for supplies.89 As the
fierce fighting in the South subsided, it appeared that North Vietnam
suffered more than one hundred thousand casualties and lost more than half
its tanks and heavy artillery. It would take more than three years for it to
regroup for its next major conventional assault on the South (which took
place after the Peace Accords and succeeded in conquering the South).90 Yet,
as the broader failure of its Spring Offensive sank in, Hanoi began to soften
its stance in the talks.91

This U.S. campaign of bombing and mining generated major protests in
the United States. Still, contrary to widespread later impressions, careful
tracking of polls measuring overall public support for Nixon’s Vietnam
policies shows this support starting to climb steadily from the 1972 Spring
Offensive onward. At that time, support for Nixon’s policies stood at about



50 percent, then climbed through the signing of the Paris Peace Accords,
when that figure approached 80 percent.92 In part, the positive public reaction
was informed by two historic and widely popular U.S. diplomatic initiatives
(except among many conservatives) that sandwiched North Vietnam’s
Spring Offensive (launched March 1972) between President Nixon’s highly
publicized trip to China to meet with Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai (February
21–28) and his high-profile summit in Moscow with Leonid Brezhnev (May
22–30).

Thus far we have discussed Kissinger’s campaign for “yes” from Hanoi
in terms of direct negotiation with the North Vietnamese, the use of force,
and moves to manage strenuous domestic and congressional opposition
(including troop withdrawals and seeming reasonableness in the Paris talks).
Yet the negotiations, from an American point of view, were still stuck,
though the North Vietnamese position showed signs of softening after the
North’s costly 1972 offensive. How else might Kissinger strengthen his
position in these talks by raising the cost of impasse to Hanoi?

Beyond direct military action to counter the North Vietnamese
offensive, Nixon and Kissinger had consistently been seeking new sources
of pressure on Hanoi in Paris. Specifically, they attempted to reduce or
eliminate at least some of the significant diplomatic and military support for
North Vietnam that Moscow and Beijing had provided. To do so, Nixon and
Kissinger had consciously linked U.S. policy in Vietnam to the developing
détente with Moscow and the nascent rapprochement with Beijing—which
represented two additional “fronts” in the negotiation campaign. Indeed,
focusing well beyond the U.S.-Hanoi “table,” Kissinger consistently stressed
the priority the United States attached to obtaining Soviet and Chinese help
with the Vietnam negotiations. “Every statement [we made],” Kissinger
declared, “was part of an effort to persuade Moscow and Peking to acquiesce
in our course and thus to move Hanoi, by isolating it, to meaningful
negotiations.”93

Seeking Chinese Assistance on Vietnam

From early in the Nixon administration, Kissinger had sought better relations
and an arms control agreement with the USSR. While professing interest,
however, the Soviets appeared to be going slow, even stalling progress,
perhaps hoping that American eagerness would produce concessions. Yet,



soon after coming into office, President Nixon and Kissinger acted on a
historic opportunity to explore positive relations with Beijing, hoping to
overcome the U.S.-Chinese mutual hostility of the preceding years.94 Not
only did better relations with China promise independent benefits for the
United States, but the prospect of a closer U.S.-Chinese relationship would
likely prod the Soviets into a more forthcoming approach with the United
States (discussed at length in the next chapter).

This dynamic would capitalize on the deteriorating Sino-Soviet
relationship, which had continued to sour since the mid-1960s, with the
Soviets increasing troop numbers from twelve to forty divisions along the
Sino-Soviet border.95 Not only had the rhetoric between Moscow and Beijing
become more strident, but serious border clashes had broken out along the
Ussuri River in 1969, with dozens killed and perhaps hundreds of casualties
on each side.96

We pause for a moment to reflect on the role that luck can play in
negotiation—if the potential of an unexpected opportunity is recognized and
developed. Kissinger explains: “[B]y March 1969, Chinese-American
relations seemed essentially frozen in the same hostility of mutual
incomprehension and distrust that had characterized them for twenty years.
The new Administration had a notion, but not yet a strategy, to move toward
China. Policy emerges when concept encounters opportunity. Such an
occasion arose when Soviet and Chinese troops clashed in the frozen
Siberian tundra along a river of which none of us had ever heard. From then
on ambiguity vanished, and we moved without further hesitation toward a
momentous change in global diplomacy [emphasis added].”97

To move forward, it was important to signal to a suspicious China that
the United States had a genuine interest in better relations. At a National
Security Council meeting in August 1969, Nixon expressed the view that,
given the tense circumstances between the two Communist giants, the Soviet
Union was the more dangerous party and it would be against U.S. interests
for China to be “smashed” in a Soviet-Chinese war. Kissinger underscored
the significance of this shift: “It was a revolutionary moment in U.S. foreign
policy: an American President declared that we had a strategic interest in the
survival of a major communist country with which we had had no
meaningful contact for twenty years and against which we had fought a war
and engaged in two military confrontations.”98



Nixon and Kissinger made a major decision to the effect that, in a Sino-
Soviet conflict, the United States would adopt a posture of neutrality but “tilt
to the greatest extent possible toward China.”99 Various U.S. officials
conveyed versions of this message in different forums. These moves were
intended to dispel Mao’s fears that the United States would cooperate with
the USSR against China.

Even as the United States began to interact directly with Beijing—
Kissinger’s first secret visit took place in July 1971 and Nixon’s initial state
visit in February 1972—Kissinger needed to confirm that China’s close links
to North Vietnam would not preclude a U.S.-Chinese rapprochement. As the
relationship developed, Kissinger went further: he increasingly made clear to
his Chinese interlocutors that U.S.-Chinese strategic cooperation was
partially linked to China’s assistance in reining in its North Vietnamese
client, a point that was not lost on the Chinese. During the first meeting
between Zhou Enlai and Kissinger, Zhou remarked of North Vietnam, “[W]e
still feel a deep and full sympathy for them.” Kissinger noted afterward,
“Sympathy, of course, was not the same as political or military support; it
was a delicate way to convey that China would not become involved
militarily or press us diplomatically.”100

This Chinese shift shook Hanoi. In an interview, Nguyen Co Thach, an
aide to Le Duc Tho during the Paris talks and later North Vietnam’s foreign
minister, strikingly characterized Chinese support of his country after
Kissinger’s July 1971 trip to the Middle Kingdom: “I must say that we have
realized that step by step they have reduced their support. And in ’71 we see
that it is a turning point. It is not only to reduce aid, but it is a betrayal . . .
after the visit of Kissinger, they advised us to accept the position of the
USA. So, we see that it was . . . betrayal [emphasis added].”101

Nixon and Kissinger judged that negotiating better U.S.-Chinese
relations would be intrinsically worthwhile, independent of any
consequences for the Vietnam talks. Yet American diplomacy with China
had three direct and indirect effects on efforts to negotiate a settlement to the
Vietnam conflict. First, unlike with the Korean War, in which Chinese troops
directly fought American forces, China gave tacit (and true) assurances to
Kissinger that its forces would not have a combat role in Vietnam. Second,
to an extent that is still debated but that certainly mattered, China moderated
its material support for Hanoi and helped isolate North Vietnam



diplomatically.102 Third, the threat of a developing U.S.-China axis led the
Soviets to moderate their support for Hanoi.

Seeking Soviet Assistance on Vietnam

Kissinger had earlier sought to reduce U.S.-Soviet tensions through a policy
of détente. While somewhat receptive, the Soviets had been playing hard to
get. The surprise opening to China apparently jolted Moscow and worried
the Kremlin about a possible U.S.-China alignment. Building on the
developing American rapprochement with China, Kissinger turned to the
Soviet front with renewed emphasis. Results were not long in coming.
Kissinger noted that “Prior to my secret trip to China, Moscow had been
stalling for over a year on arrangements for a summit between Brezhnev and
Nixon  .  .  . [T]hen, within a month of my visit to Beijing, the Kremlin
reversed itself and invited Nixon to Moscow.”103

In this new situation, Kissinger sought to persuade the Kremlin to
sharply reduce its diplomatic and military support for North Vietnam, in part
by threatening Moscow with abandoning détente and risking its potential
benefits.104 Kissinger calculated that the prospect of deeper détente had
already built up the Soviet “stake” in the USSR’s bilateral relationship with
the United States—which, Kissinger recognized, Moscow cultivated in part
to counterbalance the burgeoning U.S. relationship with China. That
improvement had whetted Moscow’s appetite for further progress.105

Opening a German Front to Induce Further Soviet Pressure on Hanoi

Yet how might this Soviet appetite for enhanced trade be useful with respect
both to Vietnam and to the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks, or SALT?
Kissinger saw a potential source of U.S. leverage in the United States’
ability to offer, or block, progress toward resolving the long-simmering
dispute between the Soviets and the Western Allies over wartime claims and
the status of Germany. This dispute had hampered Soviet efforts to expand
valuable trade and diplomatic efforts, especially with Western Europe.106

Hence, Kissinger envisioned yet another front, this time a German one, in
the campaign to persuade Moscow to lean on North Vietnam in its Paris
talks with the United States.



The essential background: in 1969, West German prime minister Willy
Brandt had begun an intensive effort (Ostpolitik), largely independent of
Washington, to break the Cold War impasse with the Soviets that had
persisted for years. Brandt proposed a series of treaties to reduce tensions
with the USSR by opening trade agreements, resolving disputed territorial
claims, and clarifying military arrangements. His initiative was motivated
largely by his goal of keeping alive the dream of a unified German state
(through engendering Soviet flexibility on this issue).

Brandt’s Ostpolitik would earn him the Nobel Peace Prize, but
Washington had been deeply concerned that this policy might lead toward a
neutral, possibly nationalist Germany. Now Kissinger realized that, in order
to gain U.S. leverage on Vietnam (and arms control), it might be an
opportune time to carefully soften American reservations about Brandt’s
Ostpolitik, which the Soviets had eagerly sought to advance.

A tangible opportunity for such leverage flowed from the so-called
Eastern treaties, which would help Moscow relax its tensions with West
Germany and, more broadly, Western Europe.107 Under the Eastern treaties
championed by Brandt (notably, the 1970 Treaty of Moscow between West
Germany and the USSR), the signatories would normalize relations and
renounce the use of military force. While West Germany and the USSR
signed the Moscow treaty on August 12, 1970, Germany had not yet ratified
it. Given Brandt’s somewhat shaky political situation, Moscow sought U.S.
help in pressing Bonn for prompt ratification (which Kissinger linked to a
separate deal on Berlin).108 In a preparatory decision memo, Kissinger’s top
staff explicitly raised the option of using these issues to obtain Soviet help
with the Vietnam talks.109

Privately, Kissinger doubted how effectively the United States could be
in intervening in West Germany’s domestic politics. Nevertheless, seeking
leverage that could lead to Soviet help on Vietnam, he took advantage of
Moscow’s assumption that American support was crucial to achieving
German ratification. According to the U.S. State Department Office of the
Historian, shortly after Kissinger’s meeting with Brezhnev, Kissinger
reported back to Nixon, “‘Brezhnev and his colleagues displayed obvious
uneasiness over the outcome of the German treaties,’ he reported, ‘and made
repeated pitches for our direct intervention. The results of Sunday’s election
and the FDP defection have heightened their concern, and the situation gives
us leverage. I made no commitment to bail them out . . . We will see to it that



we give them no help on this matter so long as they don’t help on
Vietnam.’”110

Beyond the China factor, economic considerations offered Kissinger
considerable potential leverage. From the time of Soviet premier Alexei
Kosygin through Leonid Brezhnev, increased trade with the United States in
particular and the West in general became a major Soviet objective, both to
boost the USSR’s sagging economy and to close a widening technological
gap. A number of economists and security analysts have traced the evolution
of this priority; drawing on their work, one summary concludes that
“Western trade was emerging as the panacea for Brezhnev’s problems: it
would revitalize the economy, allowing it to compete with [the] West; and it
would do so without requiring a fundamental restructuring of the
economy.”111 During 1971 and 1972, an increasing number of large trade
deals (e.g., grain, trucks) between the two countries were inked, and Most
Favored Nation trading status was promised to the Soviet Union, along with
extensive trade credits. If détente could be made irreversible, expectations
were for this trend in trade to accelerate. Soviet academic and theoretical
institutes as well as the Central Committee endorsed the value of this
development. Brezhnev stressed its importance in his visits to America and
West Germany. He was “staking the success of his revitalization program”
on stable U.S.-Soviet relations and making détente “irreversible.”112

During a conversation with Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin,
Kissinger accused Moscow of “complicity” in Hanoi’s March 1972
offensive against South Vietnam, and stated explicitly that Soviet support for
North Vietnam now posed grave difficulties for Washington to cooperate
with Moscow on the Eastern treaties.113 Lest the Soviets fail to get the
seriousness of this message, Kissinger communicated the same point to
Egon Bahr, Brandt’s advisor, with the expectation that Bahr would pass the
message to the Soviet ambassador in Bonn.114

With respect to the talks in Paris over Vietnam, Nixon’s public
revelations about American negotiating flexibility and major concessions
had pointedly contrasted with North Vietnamese intransigence. This was not
lost on the Soviets. On May 8, Nixon had publicly offered the North
Vietnamese the most generous terms so far (while still mining the Haiphong
harbor and bombing transportation links to China in response to the North
Vietnamese Spring Offensive). As Kissinger described it, Nixon’s proposal
offered “a standstill cease-fire, release of prisoners, and total American



withdrawal within four months. The deadline for withdrawal was the
shortest ever. The offer of a standstill cease-fire implied that American
bombing would stop and that Hanoi could keep all the gains made in its
offensive. We were pledged to withdraw totally in return for a cease-fire and
return of our prisoners.”115

Kissinger used the impending May 1972 Soviet-American presidential
summit in Moscow (which would include the signing of the SALT
agreement) as another forcing point. Though warning Moscow about its
support for Hanoi, Kissinger explicitly emphasized to the Soviet leader a
major American concession he had been signaling to Le Duc Tho: the
United States would not demand a complete withdrawal of the regular North
Vietnamese forces from South Vietnam in return for the North Vietnamese
relinquishing their demand for the Americans to forcibly remove Thieu from
power.116

During a presummit meeting with Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev in
Moscow, Kissinger pointedly complained about the continued stalling tactics
by the North Vietnamese and ended with a stern warning: “If this process is
maintained we will act unilaterally at whatever risk to whatever
relationship.”117 At one point, Kissinger told Soviet ambassador Dobrynin
that “the Soviets had put themselves into the position where a miserable little
country [North Vietnam] could jeopardize everything that had been
negotiated for years.”118 Despite the tough talk, Kissinger himself did not
think that Moscow could “halt the war by ukase [edict], or be expected to
turn openly against its ally [North Vietnam].” But Moscow’s acquiescence
could “ease our job.”119

On the Soviet diplomatic front, however, major progress was made.
While rhetorically condemning U.S. policy in Vietnam, the Soviets did not
meaningfully act in response to the massive American bombing and mining
during the Spring Offensive. The Moscow Summit took place, the SALT I
treaty was signed, and the USSR assumed a more restrained public posture
vis-à-vis Hanoi. The absence of a significant Soviet reaction to the major
American escalation in Vietnam (e.g., the summit, SALT), a real concern to
many American officials, offers a measure of Kissinger’s success in his
efforts to boost the importance to the Soviets of their relationship with the
United States relative to their commitment to North Vietnam.

The extent of Soviet pressure on North Vietnam has been the subject of
debate, but it was certainly a factor in Hanoi’s calculations. For example,



Marvin and Bernard Kalb offered a relatively positive assessment: “On June
15 [1972], [Soviet] President Podgorny flew to Hanoi. The North
Vietnamese, feeling betrayed by Russia’s hospitality to Nixon, were
nevertheless dependent on Moscow as the chief supplier of their war
matériel, and they listened carefully to Podgorny’s message. It was simple
but fundamental: he suggested it was time to switch tactics, time for serious
negotiations with the United States. The risk, he argued, would not be
critical; after all, Nixon seemed serious about withdrawing, and the new U.S.
position no longer demanded a North Vietnamese troop pullout from the
[S]outh.  .  .  . It was a new vocabulary for the Russians—the first time they
had so openly committed their prestige to a resumption of negotiations. It
clearly reflected the Soviet conclusion that the advantages of dealing with
Washington on such matters as trade, credits, and SALT were important
enough for Moscow to lend Nixon a hand in settling the Vietnam War.”120

In contrast to the Kalbs, others, such as Winston Lord (who participated
in the Moscow, Beijing, and Hanoi talks with Kissinger), judged the effects
of Soviet pressure on the North to be more psychological than material.121

And as just noted, Kissinger himself expected Soviet pressure to be helpful,
but not decisive, in the Paris talks.

It is hard to sort out whether Soviet pressure on Hanoi resulted from the
U.S. opening to China, American actions on the Soviet-German front, or the
broader risk to the Soviets that benefits of détente would be lost. Opinions
vary, but the implication is similar: the Kremlin, mindful of its developing
relationship with America, exerted some pressure on North Vietnam to
settle. For example, in the view of Georgy Arbatov, a leading Soviet expert
on American politics who advised five general secretaries of the Soviet
Union, “Kissinger thinks it was China that played the decisive role in getting
us to feel the need to preserve our relationship with the U.S.A.” Arbatov
reflected, “But Berlin actually played a much bigger role, almost a decisive
one. Having the East German situation settled was most important to us, and
we did not want to jeopardize that.”122

Independent of the magnitude of pressure on Hanoi that resulted from
Kissinger’s actions away from the table in Beijing, Moscow, and Berlin, we
pause to note how these rather creative moves were designed to improve the
fairly weak hand that Kissinger was originally dealt. As game-changing
moves (relative to purely at-the-table tactics in Paris), they opened new
fronts in Kissinger’s negotiation campaign. The extent to which his actions



on these new fronts actually furthered American objectives at the table (for
which the evidence is mixed) stands as an important related question.

Breakthrough in the Paris Talks

The combination of U.S. actions on multiple fronts (blunting Hanoi’s Spring
Offensive on the ground and with the bombing and mining of the North;
securing Chinese agreement to moderate China’s support for North Vietnam;
inducing greater Soviet cooperation as a function of the U.S.-China initiative
and linked German-Soviet talks) appeared to produce the result in the Paris
talks that Kissinger deemed essential. On October 8, 1972, Le Duc Tho
dropped North Vietnam’s long-standing demand for the United States to
force regime change in Saigon as a condition for the deal. The provisional
agreement included a cease-fire, the withdrawal of American forces,
cessation of North Vietnamese infiltration of South Vietnam from Laos and
Cambodia, and the release of the American prisoners of war.123 Kissinger and
his associates were privately jubilant at what finally appeared to be the
breakthrough they had sought. Kissinger reflected, “I turned to Winston
[Lord] and said ‘we’ve done it’ and shook hands with him. So it was a great
moment.”124

Persuading South Vietnamese President Thieu to Agree

Expecting a turning point in the negotiations, Kissinger had kept in contact
with President Nguyen Van Thieu in Saigon.125 He had not, however,
revealed the full extent of American concessions to Hanoi. He indicated that
Thieu “had authorized such secret talks” and that he “was kept thoroughly
briefed on my secret negotiations from the beginning.”126 How fully Thieu
was informed or consulted is a matter of considerable disagreement.127 In any
case, Alexander Haig, Kissinger’s military assistant, briefed Thieu in Saigon
on August 17 on the emerging agreement and gave him a letter of
reassurance from Nixon, who pledged continued support for Saigon after the
war.128 Still, it was not clear whether the South Vietnamese leader would
eventually accept the agreement. In fact, Thieu was adamant in his
opposition.



Almost immediately, persuading President Thieu (using both threats
and assurances) to accept the negotiated outcome became Kissinger’s top
priority. The threats, delivered orally and in writing, centered on the
possibility of the complete cutoff of American aid in case Saigon refused to
go along with the negotiated framework.129 Along with the threats, Kissinger
frequently communicated Nixon’s assurances, which revolved around the
president’s stated determination to stand by its ally in Saigon in response to
violations of the agreement by the North Vietnamese.130

Reelected to the presidency in a November 1972 landslide against the
antiwar candidate George McGovern, Nixon saw his rising political standing
seem to enhance the credibility of these promises and threats. With the
election, he appeared to enjoy a significant popular mandate.131 “Our
thinking,” Kissinger remembered, “was that the agreement could be
preserved unless the North Vietnamese launched another all-out offensive, in
which case we believed that a combination of American air power and
existing South Vietnamese ground forces could repeat the experience of ’72
[the successful military response by South Vietnamese forces and American
airpower to the spring 1972 North Vietnamese offensive].”132

From early October until mid-November 1972, Thieu artfully
postponed his acceptance of the agreement, requesting a number of
changes.133 In Kissinger’s view, it was becoming increasingly clear that
Saigon was not interested in any negotiated compromise, but,
understandably, in keeping a major U.S. military presence in the South and
ensuring a total victory over Hanoi.134

This apparent revelation of Thieu’s deeper interests and fundamental
opposition may have surfaced only late in the process for Kissinger, but the
latter may well have earlier sensed South Vietnam’s fundamental reluctance
to accept an agreement that involved American withdrawal. Perhaps this was
a factor in setting up the secret negotiations that, unlike the public ones, did
not include Saigon. The North Vietnamese certainly expected Thieu to block
any progress in the talks. As former North Vietnamese foreign minister
Thach indicated, his government “decided to accept the secret talks because
we see that the official one in the Kléber Avenue could not lead to the
settlement. Because there is the Thieu government there. And we think that
the problem of South Vietnam, or Vietnam War, could be settled only
between USA and Vietnam. . . . [T]he Thieu government[,] they would like
to drag on the war and to have American troops in South Vietnam. And . . .



the Nixon government would like to withdraw. So there are contradictions.
And it could not help the settlement with the presence of the Thieu
government.”135

Nonetheless, Kissinger negotiated with Le Duc Tho from November 20
to 25 and from December 4 to 13, in order to achieve the changes Thieu
sought.136 Le Duc Tho dragged out the negotiations without any substantive
shifts.137 To force Hanoi’s hand and help persuade Thieu of American resolve
to settle the war and enforce an agreement, Kissinger and Nixon decided on
a short but powerful military response: the United States again mined the
Haiphong harbor and, from December 18 to 29, heavily bombed North
Vietnam. While “monstrously brutal” and a “Stone Age tactic,” in the words
of its critics, this operation arguably achieved its objectives, though the
image of a giant lashing out against a smaller nation cost the United States
dearly in terms of national and global opinion.138 The same day that this
“Christmas Bombing” began, Washington proposed renewed negotiations
amid intensified war protests at home. Kissinger met Tho on January 8 to
urge that he accept the agreement; they finally negotiated a series of
relatively modest changes.139 From January 14 to 21, there were final efforts,
including both promises and harsh American threats, to persuade a deeply
reluctant Thieu to sign the accord, which he did, and that came into effect on
January 27, 1973.140

The Aftermath

Hanoi proceeded “immediately and grossly” to violate the Paris Peace
Accords, continuing the infiltration and attacks against South Vietnam.141

(And the case can be made that South Vietnam also violated the
agreement.142) Years later, Kissinger reflected: “[H]ad Nixon stayed in office,
we would surely have attacked their [North Vietnamese] supply lines
[through Cambodia and Laos].”143 Instead, the United States responded with
focused but very limited bombing campaigns on March 22–23 and April 16–
17, 1973. However, it was clear to Kissinger that President Nixon was too
preoccupied by the Watergate scandal to react as forcefully as he had
previously done.

Amid Watergate investigations and with the American public largely
sick of the seemingly endless involvement in Vietnam, Congress voted in



June 1973 to prohibit further U.S. military involvement in Indochina after
August 15.144 Kissinger lamented that the “stick of bombing was lost by our
own domestic incapacity. . . . [T]he ‘window’ we had in those few months of
early 1973 [before the June cutoff] was closed by Watergate’s
enfeeblements.”145

Blaming the U.S. failure to enforce the deal on a feckless congress
neglects the power of public opinion. Even absent the loss of presidential
authority due to Watergate, it is doubtful that the public would have
supported actions to enforce the Paris Agreement (which, of course, would
have influenced the congress). After the Agreement was signed in January
1973, a Gallup poll reported that an overwhelming 79 percent of the public
opposed the reintervention of American military troops in Vietnam even “if
North Vietnam were to try to take over South Vietnam.”146

On September 22, 1973, Kissinger was sworn in as the fifty-sixth
secretary of state of the United States, and on October 16, 1973, he and Le
Duc Tho were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for the negotiation of the Paris
Peace Accords. Le Duc Tho refused to accept the prize. Kissinger donated
the monetary proceeds of the award to a scholarship fund for the children of
American soldiers killed or missing in Vietnam, and later sought,
unsuccessfully, to return the prize.

Amid Watergate, Nixon resigned in August 1974—the first U.S.
president to do so. Three years after its thwarted spring 1972 offensive,
North Vietnam conquered South Vietnam on April 30, 1975. After the last
U.S. and South Vietnamese personnel were helicoptered out of Saigon,
Kissinger lamented that “only a feeling of emptiness remained.”147 According
to Alistair Horne, one of Kissinger’s biographers, the failure in Vietnam is
“the outstanding disappointment of his [Kissinger’s] life—a source of never-
ending regret.”148 “It was, to me,” Kissinger reflected, “the saddest point in
my governmental experience.”149

The Negotiation Campaign as a Whole

The negotiation campaign failed in its broader aims, leaving South Vietnam
to years of brutality as the North Vietnamese unified the country following
the collapse of the Thieu regime. The negotiations did, however, serve to
largely end U.S. involvement in the war. And this episode vividly illustrates



the inherent inseparability of tactics “at the table” and game-changing
negotiation moves “away from the table.”

For purposes of analyzing Kissinger’s overall approach to negotiation,
this case complements the strategic and realistic aspects we have developed
thus far. In the last chapter, we stress how a realistic negotiator constantly
monitors the deal/no-deal balance. For example, there came a point in the
Israeli-Jordanian negotiations (discussed in the previous chapter) when it
was clear that this balance would remain adverse. Given that assessment,
Kissinger abandoned those talks and focused elsewhere; a similar point
occurred in the talks over Pakistan’s nuclear program. As we have
demonstrated in this chapter, the Vietnam negotiations looked almost
hopeless during their first years, when Hanoi clearly saw rejecting any
American proposal as preferable to accepting it. For Hanoi, “no” dominated
“yes,” and Kissinger had few cards to play at that stage.

Making sense of the actions and underlying principles by which he
arguably strengthened his hand has occupied this chapter (although the
South Vietnamese and Americans were certainly the losers in the longer
term). In doing so, we have illustrated the next steps beyond tracking and
assessing the deal/no-deal balance. If this balance appears adverse, reaching
agreement requires that a negotiator act, often away from the table, to tilt the
balance to support a “yes.” This is possible only by worsening the
consequences of no-deal and/or enhancing the value of a deal. When doing
so entails altering the parties, issues, or consequences of impasse, we say
that the “game has been changed.” As illustrated in this chapter, had one
focused exclusively on Kissinger and Le Duc Tho in Paris, proclaiming that
to be “the negotiation,” one would have missed the essence of the
negotiating strategy.

In confronting what he regarded as an intransigent North Vietnam,
Kissinger looked across the larger context to discern possible links and
connections, the “panoply of pressures and incentives,” that might enable
him to tilt Hanoi away from “no” and toward “yes.” He did so via what we
have called a multifront negotiation campaign. Figure 6.2 offers a simplified
schematic of this campaign. For Kissinger, the primary front was North
Vietnam, with the negotiations (indicated by the “1” and the double-headed
arrow) heavily conditioned by the military situation and by U.S. domestic
and congressional opinion (which itself was influenced by the state of the
war and by North Vietnam—represented by the single-headed arrows).



Figure 6.2: Negotiation Campaign v. North Vietnam

Note: Two-headed arrows imply direct negotiations; single-headed arrows imply pressure (political,
PR, diplomatic, military).

Meanwhile, Kissinger opened an initially unrelated second negotiation
front (“2” in Figure 6.2) with the Soviets, in an effort to advance détente and
arms control. With slow progress, apparently stalled by Moscow, and with
the Chinese perceiving an acute Soviet threat, Kissinger opened up a third
negotiation front (“3” in Figure 6.2) with China. As the Chinese came to see
more value in a relationship with the United States, they confirmed that they
would not intervene on behalf of North Vietnam and would help press their
client toward a more forthcoming negotiating stance. As these events
proceeded, the Soviets became acutely concerned about the developing U.S.-
Chinese axis and, independently saw greater benefits in improved relations
with the United States. Kissinger then forged a fourth negotiation front (“4”
in Figure 6.2), involving West Germany and the “Eastern treaties,” a front
the USSR eagerly sought but that the United States could appear either to
foster or frustrate.

Kissinger sought to translate the growing Soviet interests (“stakes” he
often called them) in better relations with the United States, magnified by
the Chinese and German negotiations, into Soviet pressure on North
Vietnam to be more reasonable in the Paris talks. As Kissinger not so subtly
warned, it would be a shame if that “miserable little country” [North



Vietnam] were to block the potential value to the Soviets of the better
relations with the United States that were being negotiated in many forums.

Note the importance, to multiple fronts, of the public perception that
Kissinger and Nixon sought to foster: that in Paris, the United States was
relatively reasonable and forthcoming with the North Vietnamese (e.g.,
accelerating offers to withdraw troops and reduced insistence on mutual
withdrawal of North Vietnamese forces from the South), while Hanoi
remained stubborn and unyielding. With respect to the U.S. domestic and
congressional fronts, this perception, if genuinely held, would have made
strong U.S. military responses to North Vietnamese offensives seem more
justified and less politically costly (although these military responses still
generated enormous domestic protests). Relative U.S. negotiating flexibility
vis-à-vis Hanoi also made it easier for the Soviets and Chinese to pressure a
stubborn North Vietnam. (This Chinese and Soviet pressure is shown in
Figure 6.2 by the single-headed arrows emanating from the two Communist
giants toward North Vietnam.)

When, on October 8, 1972, Hanoi dropped its long-standing demand for
the United States to force regime change in Saigon as a condition for the
deal, a fifth front (“5” in Figure 6.2) took shape vis-à-vis South Vietnam’s
president Thieu. The provisional agreement included a cease-fire, the
withdrawal of American forces, cessation of North Vietnamese infiltration of
South Vietnam from Laos and Cambodia, and the release of American
prisoners of war. With this agreement largely in place, Kissinger and Nixon
won Thieu’s acquiescence by offering reassurances of American support;
demonstrating, by means of the Christmas Bombing, that this support was
real; and threatening to sign the deal without Saigon. Of course, in part due
to Watergate along with adverse public opinion, Nixon and Kissinger were
ultimately unsuccessful in sustaining enough U.S. support to enforce the
Paris Agreement.

Broader Observations

With the Vietnam talks as an illustrative backdrop, we return to Kissinger’s
emphatic contention that “One fundamental principle that I have learned in
diplomacy is you cannot separate diplomacy from the consequences of
action.”150 And “[d]iplomacy and power are not discrete activities. They are



linked, though not in the sense that each time negotiations stall, you resort to
force.”151

Specifically with respect to Vietnam, he explained, “My aim was to
weave a complex web that would give us the greatest number of options.
Though favoring a strong military reaction, I never wanted to rely on power
alone or, for that matter, on negotiation by itself. In my view diplomacy and
strategy should support each other. I always favored preceding or at least
accompanying a military move with a diplomatic one, even when I rated the
chances of success as low. If it were accepted, we would achieve the goal of
our diplomacy. If rejected, a conciliatory offer would help sustain our
military effort with our public.”152

Kissinger consistently stresses how the fallacy of separating negotiation
from incentives and pressures has worked against the effectiveness of many
U.S. negotiations in practice. A more general concept than applying “force”
or “pressure,” however, involves the range of parties and actions that can be
deployed to favorably tilt an adverse deal/no-deal balance. Facing an
unfavorable balance with seemingly few good cards to play, effective
negotiators often look (as illustrated by the Paris talks) quite imaginatively
and entrepreneurially “beyond” the immediate negotiation table to change
the game. In other words, it is not just how skillfully you play the hand you
are given, but also your ability to come up with a better hand and play your
improved cards masterfully.

So, in conjunction with “zooming out” to a strategic understanding,
Kissinger counsels realistic negotiators to adopt a “wide-angle view,”
beyond the purely interpersonal aspect of negotiations “at the table,” one that
includes the possibility of changing the game by finding and arraying the
most effective combination of incentives and penalties. As he stressed, to
maximize the chances of success in negotiation, “first of all, [we should]
analyze correctly what the pressures are and the incentives and then  .  .  .
deploy them in an integrated way.”153

Whether the semantics suggest that this broad approach corresponds to
what is often called “negotiation,” “diplomacy,” or “statecraft” is largely
immaterial for our purposes. The strategic, realistic negotiator does not
regard the game as fixed. Such a negotiator scans panoramically for potential
incentives and penalties. These will then be integral to the process, not
artificially separate, separable, or even the opposite of “negotiation.”



With this sense of how Kissinger and Nixon sought to transform an
initially weak hand into a stronger one, we return to two fundamental issues
with implications well beyond the Indochinese case study that has occupied
the bulk of this chapter. The first pertains to the accuracy of the assumptions
underlying your negotiation strategy and tactics; given the intimate
relationship between force and diplomacy, the second deal with the ethics
and effectiveness of coercion and negotiation.

Underlying Judgments: Why Not Simply Withdraw from Vietnam in
1969?

Before Nixon and Kissinger undertook a lengthy negotiation campaign to
achieve their ambitious target agreement, did they properly explore whether
another course of action would have been more promising? Kissinger does
not see one. In the case of Vietnam, he reminisced in 2014, “[In Vietnam] we
did the best we could in a war we inherited. People forget that. The one
condition that we would not yield to was to replace the government that our
predecessors had established with a communist-style government. The only
thing I misjudged was the possibility of a negotiated compromise. But even
if I [had] judged it correctly, how could we have acted in any other way?”154

Alternatively, faced with daunting barriers to the kind of agreement
they sought, one that had already defeated Lyndon Johnson’s efforts, why
not simply withdraw in 1969 subject only to American prisoners of war
being released? If a narrower deal of this kind could have been negotiated in
1969, proponents argue, many of the additional 21,194 American and
countless Vietnamese deaths between 1969 and 1973, when the Paris Peace
Accords were finally signed, could have been prevented. After all, North
Vietnamese forces conquered South Vietnam in April 1975, so holding out in
negotiations for four years against the North Vietnamese demand that the
United States depose the Saigon regime did not change the ultimate political
result.

Books such as Vietnam Settlement: Why 1973, Not 1969?, by Morton
Kaplan and Abram Chayes, sharply posed these questions and continued the
debate.155 Along with various journalists and politicians, some officials who
participated in these talks passionately argued that such an agreement was
indeed available.156 Kissinger, however, strongly disagreed with the view that
such a course was even possible, given Hanoi’s stance and interests. He



further argued that “It was not even logistically possible to withdraw
500,000 men instantaneously; the Pentagon estimated that a minimum of
twelve to eighteen months would be required to remove the numbers that
had gone to Vietnam over a period of four years. They would have to be
extricated amidst the disintegration and panic our collapse was certain to
produce; the South Vietnamese army of close to a million might well turn on
the ally that had so betrayed it.”157

However one estimates the magnitude of the bloodshed that would have
been averted by an earlier end to the war, there is a broader point:
sometimes, the wisest course of action is to abandon the field to prevent
further losses. Still, we need to distinguish between decision making at the
outset of a challenge and later. For example, knowing after the fact that you
lost a lawsuit need not imply that you should have preemptively settled at
the outset if your initial decision was driven by an informed and favorable
assessment of the odds, costs, and benefits of going to court. It might have
been a good decision to fight, but a bad outcome when you lost. Similarly,
betting your life savings on the lottery, and winning, would represent a
terrible decision but a terrific outcome.

From an American viewpoint, the Vietnam War and the associated
negotiations clearly failed. In hindsight, we know the tragic outcome, with
the North conquering the South two years after the Paris Accords: atrocities,
executions, forced “reeducation” camps, boat people, and the like. Only
years later did the situation improve. Yet hindsight was not available at the
time that choices had to be made. The wisdom of the decision to continue
the war in the hope of an acceptable negotiated settlement (“peace with
honor”) depended on at least four key judgments by Nixon and Kissinger,
each of which was hotly debated (and continues to be).
 

1. VIETNAM WAS STRATEGICALLY SIGNIFICANT. One core judgment
concerned the nature and strategic significance of the Vietnam conflict
itself. As just detailed, during much of the Cold War, many Americans
believed that North Vietnamese aggression merely represented a local
manifestation of a broader Communist strategy, orchestrated in
Moscow and Peking, to confront the West worldwide. With the stakes
posed this way in the era of “containment,” a decisive Western response
seemed imperative. Yet there were many dissenters at the time and later.
For example, Colin Powell strongly critiqued this rationale in 1995.



Having fought in Vietnam (and later serving as national security
advisor, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and secretary of state
during the George W. Bush years), Powell stated, “Our political leaders
had led us into a war for the one-size-fits-all rationale of
anticommunism, which was only a partial fit in Vietnam, where the war
had its own historical roots in nationalism, anti-colonialism, and civil
strife beyond the East-West conflict.”158 If the war in Vietnam could be
understood largely as a conflict, even a civil war, within and between
rival Vietnamese players who had foreign patrons, then its broader
strategic significance would have been far more limited.

2. VIETNAM WAS VITAL TO U.S. CREDIBILITY ELSEWHERE. Time and again,
Kissinger returned to the argument that U.S. support for South Vietnam
was important for the maintenance of American global credibility. “Not
even the strongest critics in the mainstream of American life,”
Kissinger argued, “recommended immediate withdrawal in 1969. It
would have shaken confidence in the United States in Asia, particularly
Japan; during the entire period not one European leader urged on us the
unconditional abandonment of the war we had inherited.”159 He went on
to argue that, in 1969, there was little elite, allied, or popular support
for immediate American withdrawal from Vietnam; widespread
sentiment wanted “us to get out of Vietnam and yet it did not want
defeat.”160

In particular, Kissinger judged that withdrawing too rapidly from
Vietnam and acceding to the North’s demands to depose Saigon would
cause Beijing to doubt U.S. resolve and power. He argued that the
credible prospect of countervailing American force was a major factor
that led China, facing a threatening Soviet Union that was massing
troops on its border, to seek rapprochement with the United States: “I
doubt our opening to China would have prospered after such a
humiliation. China was inching toward us, after all, to find a
counterweight to the growing Soviet threat on its borders.”161

Throughout his career, Kissinger had stressed the importance of
credibility; its applicability in particular circumstances remains the
subject of intense debate in foreign policy circles.162

3. VIETNAMIZATION WOULD SUCCEED. One such judgment: Nixon and
Kissinger believed they had a plausible strategy for successful
“Vietnamization” of the war. In principle, this would potentially have



given Saigon the tools to defend itself from North Vietnam’s aggression
and would have permitted troops from the South to take over the
American ground role, with enhanced U.S. air support.163

Vietnamization became something of a necessity because the president
and his national security advisor had become convinced that total
military victory was unattainable. Moreover, Nixon had pledged a
reduction in American involvement, in part to sustain public support for
the war effort.164 Critics at the time judged Vietnamization to be futile;
the merits of the policy continued to fuel debate both during and long
after the war.165 While Kissinger had doubts that Vietnamization could
succeed given the rapid pace of American troop withdrawals, he
indicated that he “went along with it because the other alternative of
unconditional withdrawal . . . would have catastrophic consequences for
the United States.”166

4. AN AGREEMENT COULD BE ENFORCED. Finally, buoyed by Nixon’s
landslide victory in 1972, both Kissinger and Nixon assumed that a
peace deal could be enforced—just as the massive 1972 North
Vietnamese Spring Offensive had been blunted, by a combination of
American airpower and South Vietnamese ground forces. This did not,
of course, take into account the unanticipated effects of Watergate and
subsequent congressional cutoffs of funds for the war. Yet, as we have
demonstrated, without Watergate and its fallout, U.S. public opinion
had decisively shifted against further American military action “even if
North Vietnam were to try to take over South Vietnam.”167

Conditional on these judgments at the time, and depending on the costs
of doing so, the case for continuing the war until an acceptable agreement
could be reached would have been more persuasive. But what if one or more
of these assumptions were wrong? Suppose, for example, Vietnam was not
strategically significant, that it was not vital to U.S. credibility elsewhere,
that Vietnamization would not work, and/or an agreement to end the war
could not be enforced. If so, the case for withdrawing much sooner would
have been far stronger.

In hindsight (but also certainly according to many experts and
laypeople at the time), we see that these premises were deeply flawed, with
tragic results for those directly affected in the war, for U.S. domestic politics
and society, and for American foreign policy more broadly. For purposes of



analyzing the Vietnam negotiations, though, this chapter has provisionally
assumed these underlying judgments to have been correct, though we count
ourselves among the skeptics. Regardless of how one comes out on these
assumptions, we believe a great deal can be learned from Nixon and
Kissinger about the tight relationship between moves at and away from the
table, about changing the game, and about strengthening a weak bargaining
hand.

Yet, for its ultimate success, any negotiation depends on the quality of
the assumptions that led to undertaking it in the first place. Brilliant tactics
used to acquire a company whose value you have grossly overestimated will
not go down as a triumph. Sophisticated legislative coalition building on
behalf of a badly designed policy initiative will still be regarded as a failure.
Even though, for analytic purposes, one might learn a great deal from
studying the negotiating strategy and tactics in such cases, the outcome will
inevitably reflect badly on the process.

Force and Diplomacy: Considerations of Ethics and Effectiveness

Viewing “negotiation” through a wide-angle lens, as Kissinger did, you see
far beyond the face-to-face interaction with your direct counterpart. Inducing
a “yes” by changing the game itself (the parties, issues, no-deal options, and
the like) can often boost the chances of success far more than purely verbal
means; this represents the central analytic theme of this chapter.

However, there can be a bloodless quality to phrases such as “changing
the game to tilt the deal/no-deal balance in your favor.” In more
commonplace negotiations, threatening “no-deal” consequences may mean
walking away and leaving the other side in the lurch, striking or imposing a
lockout, placing a large order with your counterpart’s hated rival, filing a
lawsuit, or bringing an environmental group and zoning board into
negotiations in order to thwart a competitor’s building plans.

In the context of war or military actions, however, changing the game
to “worsen the consequences of the other side’s ‘no’” may entail horrors: the
fury of battle, suffering, death, destruction of property, environmental
damage, and the future of peoples and countries. Especially in the saga of
American involvement in Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, military force
played a prominent role in tandem with negotiation. Actions of this kind
should be assessed to determine whether they are both effective and ethical.



The more a proposed action entails violence, the greater the burden its
advocates must shoulder to demonstrate effectiveness. After all, if a coercive
measure to worsen the consequences of impasse won’t work, there is no
need to probe its ethics. Similarly, illegal and/or unethical actions should
virtually always be ruled out of consideration without respect to their
potential effectiveness. (Obvious gray areas include humanitarian
interventions and some instances of civil disobedience.) Where judgments
on these questions are murky, contested, or conflicting, as they often are in
high-stakes cases, special care should be taken to evaluate proposed actions
both for effectiveness and ethicalness.

The effectiveness of a threat to use force or the actual use of force as
part of a negotiation depends on many factors, especially the credibility of
the threatening party along with his or her capability to carry out the threat.
Whether such a threat produces a “yes” also depends on whether the threat
can be clearly communicated, the expected cost of the threat to the target
relative to the cost of giving in to the demands of the threatening party, the
target’s confidence that agreeing to the threatening party’s demand will
really avoid the use of force, and the target’s capacity and will to resist. Even
with all these conditions satisfied, violence can produce seemingly irrational
responses. It can backfire, leading to mutually destructive escalation. These
factors have been extensively studied, generally under the heading of
“coercive diplomacy.”168 (For a careful scholarly review of the effectiveness
of coercive airpower in the Vietnam War, see Robert Pape’s analysis, which
essentially concludes that bombing was ineffective when the North relied
primarily on guerrilla forces (early on) and much more effective when the
North began to emphasize a conventional approach (e.g., the 1972 Spring
Offensive).169

At a minimum, this work on coercive diplomacy makes abundantly
clear that no simple equation connects amount of force with results. Blunting
the massive North Vietnamese offensive in April 1972 almost surely turned
the tide at the bargaining table in Paris. Yet the sheer extent of American
military force focused on a small, poor region in Southeast Asia is
remarkable. For example, almost 2.6 million U.S. troops served in South
Vietnam; the tonnage of bombs dropped on North Vietnam exceeded that
dropped on Germany, Japan, and Italy in World War II.170 That this amount of
force did not lead to outright victory should confound any naïve predictions
about the effectiveness of raw power in producing desired outcomes.171



However, if force or the threat of force seems likely to generate results
at the bargaining table, we must ask whether it would be ethical in the sense
of being consistent with the relevant values, norms, and laws. As with
coercive diplomacy, the ethics and legality associated with the use of force
have been the subject of vast analysis, both legal and philosophical, and
often with reference to the concept of a “just war.”172 Several questions can
help one think through this issue:
 

1. How important are the interests involved?
2. Is there a legitimate justification (such as self-defense or a clear-cut

treaty obligation)?
3. Are there nonviolent alternatives?
4. How extensive and serious are the consequences (especially in lives) of

the application of force?
5. Will the proposed action affect uninvolved third parties?
6. Is the force to be employed, with its likely consequences, proportionate

to the grievance to which it is addressed and/or the military goal to be
sought?

7. In a country such as the United States, have legitimate, democratic
processes been properly employed to authorize the use of force?

Nixon and Kissinger (as well as the North Vietnamese and Vietcong,
for opposite reasons) saw military force as essential to their version of
success at the negotiating table, and to advance the larger American foreign
policy interests they saw as being at stake. Forceful actions include the 1969
secret bombing and May 1970 invasion of formally neutral Cambodia,
renewed bombing of that country from January 1971, the bombing in North
Vietnam and mining of the Haiphong harbor in response to the March 1972
offensive, and the “Christmas Bombing” in December 1972, before the final
peace agreement was reached in January 1973. These are not mere listings
with names and dates but violent actions that destroyed lives and convulsed
countries.

As we detailed earlier in this chapter, Kissinger and Nixon judged these
actions to be militarily essential, especially to cut North Vietnamese and
Vietcong supply lines in Cambodia. Kissinger argued that, as such, they
were integral to the American negotiating strategy as well: “Treating force



and diplomacy as discrete phenomena caused our power to lack purpose and
our negotiations to lack force.”173

Opponents of the war, however, vigorously contested the wisdom of
these massive military actions, which triggered intense domestic protest in
the United States and damaged America’s reputation in many quarters—in
addition to the death and destruction they entailed. According to critics,
these assaults into formally neutral countries were largely ineffective,
provoked the North Vietnamese into further aggression within Cambodia,
undermined the Cambodian government, and eventually resulted in the
genocidal rule by the Khmer Rouge. Furthermore, issues of U.S. credibility
were vastly overblown in what was essentially a civil war rather than a
strategically important theater. Moreover, the critique continues, Nixon and
Kissinger purposely misrepresented the extent and efficacy of their policies
toward Cambodia and Laos, keeping many of their actions hidden from the
American public.

The often vitriolic debate over the war’s expansion and escalation
continues unabated through this writing. This chapter examined these actions
in terms of their effects on the negotiations, but this is too narrow a view. As
the last section stressed, assessment of Kissinger’s role, including his
negotiating strategy and tactics, depends critically on the quality of key
assumptions underlying his policies. These include the real nature of the
conflict, credibility, Vietnamization, enforceability of the agreement, and the
larger foreign policy effects of American actions in Indochina. Though we
reviewed them with care, it is not our purpose to evaluate such broader
claims and counterclaims about Kissinger’s actions in terms of their
effectiveness and ethics.174 Still, there is no doubt about the heavy costs,
domestic and global, of opting for massive force as a tool of negotiation.
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Multiparty Dexterity: Orchestrating Complex
Negotiations

As Richard Neustadt, the great scholar of the American presidency, once
trenchantly observed, “reality is not bilateral.”1 We have seen the multiparty
reality of Kissinger’s Rhodesian talks over majority rule. We have seen it in
the Paris peace talks, which cannot properly be understood as a purely U.S.–
North Vietnamese process—without even considering negotiations with
contending factions inside the U.S. government. And some of Kissinger’s
negotiations that we have not examined, such as the talks leading to the 1975
Helsinki Accords, were overtly multilateral. Intended to reduce Cold War
tensions and elevate human rights, the Helsinki negotiations can be analyzed
only in terms of the thirty-five nations that took part. For a scholar whose
early work dissected seventeenth- through nineteenth-century European
balance-of-power politics, it is hardly surprising that Kissinger’s approach to
negotiation consistently displays sharp insight into multiparty dynamics, and
coalition formation and dissolution.

Multiparty talks inherently distinguish themselves from purely bilateral
negotiations given the possibilities for varying multiparty groupings (or
“coalitions,” as we’ll sometimes say) to align in support of, or against, an
agreement. In negotiations with only two parties, of course, coalitions are
impossible; there is either a deal between the two or not. When three or more
parties are involved, however, agreements may be possible between any two
of the parties or, sometimes, among all three (or more), and these alignments
often shift during the negotiations. If A, B, and C are jockeying for
advantage, the result of their negotiations may be an A-B deal, an A-C deal,
a B-C deal, an A-B-C deal, or no deal at all. As the number of parties
increases, the number of possible alignments and agreements increases even
faster. No wonder multiparty dexterity is of a wholly different order than
more familiar two-party negotiations. The negotiator in such settings must
envision which multiparty alignments (“coalitions”) are likely, which are
desirable, and which undesirable—and then figure out the negotiation
strategy that is most likely to build or block them.



Recall, for example, the central coalitional dynamic of the Southern
Africa negotiations that we analyzed in chapters 1 through 3. Start with the
sheer number of parties: in addition to the Ford administration and its
Republican critics of the initiative in Southern Africa, Kissinger catalogued
them: “There were five front-line states, each with its own emphasis; internal
groups competing with each other inside Rhodesia and Namibia; the
government of South Africa; the authorities in Rhodesia; and the special
position of Great Britain. Their purposes were partly overlapping, partly
adversarial. But a change in the position of one party could send shock
waves through the entire system and threaten to unravel what was being so
painfully constructed.”2 From this welter of parties, Kissinger sequentially
pieced together a tacit coalition whose members, collectively, pressured Ian
Smith to accept black-majority rule.

As more recent negotiations underscore, one of the negotiating skills
required to forge a sufficiently large coalition in favor of an agreement is
multiparty dexterity. Consider the 196 parties who negotiated at the 2015
climate change talks in Paris. Further, many of the delegations in Paris were
not monolithic, but represented diverse, often conflicting “internal” interests
that had to be reconciled. For example, the U.S. delegation included four
cabinet secretaries and high-level staff from multiple departments, not to
mention the wide array of passionate nongovernmental organizations that
sought to influence the talks. Similarly, the Iran nuclear negotiations that
concluded an agreement in 2015 took place directly among France, Britain,
Russia, China, Germany, the United States, and Iran; many other countries,
such as Israel, Oman, and Saudi Arabia, played important indirect roles.

Henry Kissinger was at home in such multiparty negotiations.
Ironically, the simplest such situation in which he played a vital role
involved a “mere” three parties: the United States, China, and the Soviet
Union. Yet this “merely” triangular negotiation had considerable
significance for the world. We will examine its dynamics in some depth
before moving to observations about Kissinger’s approach to negotiation
involving many more than three parties.

Triangular Negotiation

The United States, China, and the Soviet Union



During the two-decade period when the United States had no formal
relations with China, the U.S.-Soviet superpower relationship was largely
hostile and, in many important respects, frozen along a bilateral (U.S.-
Soviet) axis. Along with Richard Nixon, however, Kissinger saw the
possibility, via a carefully managed opening to China, of converting this
bilateral superpower structure into a “triangular” one, with the United States
at the apex of a U.S.-China-Soviet triangle. The Soviet Union’s increasingly
threatening military action toward China offered a potential opening to bring
this new structure into being.

This coalitional objective was informed by historical analogy. Kissinger
explained: “Since the Soviet Union was the only country capable of
dominating Asia, a tacit alliance to block Soviet expansionism in Asia could
be envisioned between the United States and China (not unlike the Entente
Cordiale between Great Britain and France in 1904, and between Great
Britain and Russia in 1907).”3

While historical insight offered some guidance, Kissinger and Nixon
were crystal clear on the rationale, in terms of American national interests at
the time, for pragmatic, “triangular” moves: “We agreed on the necessity of
thwarting the geopolitical ambitions [of the Soviet Union], but we had no
reason to become involved in the ideological dispute  .  .  . If Moscow
succeeded in humiliating Peking and reducing it to impotence, the whole
weight of the Soviet military effort could be thrown against the West. Such a
demonstration of Soviet ruthlessness and American impotence (or
indifference—the result would be the same) would encourage
accommodation to other Soviet demands from Japan to Western Europe, not
to speak of the many smaller countries on the Soviet periphery.”4

In broad concept, therefore, triangular diplomacy potentially had
decisive advantages over the bilateral superpower relationship that then
existed between the Soviet Union and the United States. But what did this
mean as an objective in practice? Kissinger explained the structure of the
triangular equilibrium that he and Nixon aimed to bring into being: “[S]o
long as China had more to fear from the Soviet Union than it did from the
United States, China’s self-interest would impel it to cooperate with the
United States. By the same token, China did not pursue its opposition to
Soviet expansionism as a favor to the United States, even though it served
both American and Chinese purposes. Impressed as Nixon was by the clarity
of thought of the Chinese leaders—especially of Premier Zhou Enlai—he



had no conceivable interest in placing the United States unambiguously on
either side of the conflict between China and the Soviet Union. America’s
bargaining position would be strongest when America was closer to both
communist giants than either was to the other.”5

This core conception of how most advantageously to deal with the
Soviets and the Chinese appears to have its origins in Kissinger’s careful
study of Otto von Bismarck’s approach to Prussian survival in the center of a
multipolar European continent. In a prescient 1968 essay, Kissinger wrote
that Bismarck “proposed to manipulate the commitments of the other powers
so that Prussia would always be closer to any of the contending parties than
they were to each other. If Prussia managed to create a maximum of options
for itself, it would be able to utilize its artificial isolation to sell its
cooperation to the highest bidder.”6

NEGOTIATING THE TRIANGULAR RELATIONSHIP: THE
OPENING TO CHINA
It was not enough to recognize the situation that Kissinger hoped to

bring about with the United States at the pivot point of the triangular
relationship. Actually negotiating the dynamics of making this happen would
be tricky. As Kissinger described the challenge, “Clearly, triangular
diplomacy required agility. We had somehow not to flex our own muscles,
but, as in judo, to use the weight of an adversary to propel him in a desired
direction.”7

Central to this agility was the American opening to China that stunned
the rest of the world, not least the Kremlin. Yet this opening had its roots in
the relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union. Early in the
Nixon administration, the Soviets seemed to signal a willingness to begin
negotiations on the mutual reduction of nuclear arsenals, which had reached
frightening levels in the midst of the Cold War. For the first time in a
generation, a Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) appeared to be
conceivable.8 Through their policy of détente, Kissinger and Nixon sought to
reduce U.S.-Soviet tensions on a broad front, including with respect to
nuclear arms. Progress on these complex negotiations ensued, partly through
a secret “channel” involving Kissinger and Soviet ambassador Anatoly
Dobrynin. (We discuss the potential roles of this kind of “channel” in greater
depth in chapters 10 and 13.)



By late June 1971, a summit meeting between Nixon and Brezhnev
appeared essential to bridge the final gaps for a SALT agreement. Yet,
perhaps because the Soviets believed they had the bargaining edge or that
Nixon was overly keen on the summit for domestic reasons, a “go slow”
attitude seemed to prevail in Moscow. As Kissinger put it, “Moscow had
been stalling for over a year on arrangements for a summit between
Brezhnev and Nixon. By a sort of reverse linkage, it tried to make the high-
level meeting dependent on a whole list of conditions.”9

With the U.S.-Soviet talks in slow motion or stuck, Henry Kissinger
stepped off a plane borrowed from the president of Pakistan and onto the
tarmac in Beijing on July 9, 1971.10 To keep his trip secret from reporters in
Pakistan, a body double had been employed and (the actual) Kissinger was
disguised in a black hat, sunglasses, and a dark raincoat. As the first senior
American official to engage in talks with the Chinese government in two
decades, he was greeted with warmth and hospitality, and was taken to the
State Guesthouse to await the arrival of Premier Zhou Enlai.11

Background to Kissinger’s China Trip: Mutual Hostility and Suspicion

By the time Kissinger became Richard Nixon’s national security advisor in
January 1969, the United States had been engaged in largely formulaic talks
with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) for a number of years.12 Over the
course of 134 sessions periodically held in Warsaw, U.S. support for an
independent Taiwan, vehemently opposed by China, was publicly declared
to be the reason for both sides’ entrenchment, with the talks devolving to the
sterile stating and restating of unchanging, incompatible positions on both
sides.

An array of issues compounded and exacerbated the isolation of one
nation from the other. The United States ideologically opposed the
Communist leadership of China, and believed that the PRC was intent on
spreading communism across the region. Chinese support for the North
Vietnamese regime confirmed this view. The Cultural Revolution, a series of
violent social and political policies implemented by PRC chairman Mao
Zedong, further fed American fears that the Chinese leadership would
sacrifice millions of its own people, and consequently people of other
nations, to impose its vision of communism on the world.



In the Americans, Beijing saw an equally ideologically driven
opponent, one willing to use brutal means to achieve its ends. Mao, Zhou,
and other PRC leaders found support for their beliefs in the U.S. intervention
in Vietnam, which to the Chinese leadership seemed to resemble U.S.
involvement in the Korean War. Of course, massive Chinese intervention in
that war had led to the rupture in diplomatic ties between the United States
and China in the early 1950s.13

Widening Rift Between China and the Soviet Union: Could the United
States Benefit?

During the 1950s and ’60s, the foreign policy consensus in the United States
envisioned a monolithic Communist bloc linking the USSR and China,
united in their opposition to Western democracies. However, relations
between the PRC and the USSR had worsened in the early 1960s. The Soviet
invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968, which caused serious concern
in the United States, had also outraged the PRC, which believed it signaled
the beginning of Soviet aggression against fellow Communist nations. Soviet
justification for the move, announced in November 1968 as the “Brezhnev
Doctrine,” further confirmed Chinese suspicions by formally asserting the
Soviet Union’s right to intervene in Communist countries (possibly
including China) in order to suppress opposition movements.14

In March 1969, mutual suspicion exploded into outright conflict
between Chinese and Soviet forces in Siberia, along the Ussuri, the river
marking the border between the two countries. Tensions escalated further
when China counterattacked to signal that it would defend its borders.
Intended to warn the Soviets off, the move had the opposite effect. The
largest two Communist countries in the world were now locked in a military
standoff with some 658,000 Soviet troops in forty modernized divisions
confronting 814,000 Chinese troops along their mutual border. This tense
standoff often erupted in military clashes, with significant casualties on both
sides.15 It later became apparent that Chairman Mao was concerned enough
about the Soviet military threat to secretly move most of the Chinese
government ministries out of Beijing.16

Pressured to declare an American stance on the Sino-Soviet split,
Kissinger and Nixon reflected on what would be the right policy if the
conflict between the two countries were to widen. Central among their



objectives was constraining the expansion of Soviet influence. To that end,
Kissinger and Nixon supported leaning in favor of the Chinese, something
Nixon had already largely favored by 1969. Concerned about Soviet
domination of China and signaling this to Mao, Kissinger stated, “Nixon
took perhaps the most daring step of his presidency by warning the Soviet
Union that the United States would not remain indifferent if it were to attack
China.”17 Given that there was no formal Sino-U.S. relationship or official
communication at the time, this was a striking message.

An Awkward Process of Coordination

Nixon and Kissinger scarcely understood that Mao was simultaneously
attempting to signal a willingness to negotiate a significant thaw in relations
between China and the United States. Heretofore, communication had often
consisted of insults hurled at each other (“running dogs,” “imperialists,”
“lackeys,” “ideological fanatics,” etc.). Coldly taking stock of the
geopolitical situation, Mao feared war with the Soviets. He looked to the
United States as a potential ally in a coalitional triangle. Like his American
counterparts, Mao believed that a substantive, public agreement would offset
the significant pressures against his regime, especially from the Soviets.

The two nations warily and somewhat blindly had approached each
other. They had been so isolated from one another for so long that, in the
various preliminary attempts by U.S. officials to arrange a high-level
communication, the results were almost comic. For example, an American
diplomat’s (authorized) attempt at outreach at a fashion show in Warsaw
caused his panicked Chinese counterpart to flee. Running away, the Chinese
diplomat was pursued by the American, Walter Stoessel, who shouted his
hope to establish a channel for high-level talks on behalf of the president of
the United States.18

Kissinger realized that a limited number of secure interlocutors was
needed for relaying a clearer message to the Chinese leadership. He
identified Romania, a Communist country, and Pakistan as potential conduits
through which to send messages to China. Neither nation was aligned with
the United States, but both had contact with China and were not
unconditional Soviet allies. In a series of preliminary exchanges, the United
States communicated through Romania and Pakistan, and the PRC replied
through Norway and Afghanistan.19 Within a matter of months, a message



came through from Premier Zhou, inviting the United States to send a
representative to Beijing. A subsequent message conveyed an invitation to
Nixon. Zhou wished to discuss Taiwan, but Nixon and Kissinger read more
into his letter.20

They replied, testing to see if Zhou would be open to a broader agenda,
and received positive signs. Anticipating ideological objections from
Secretary of State William Rogers and a range of likely domestic opponents,
Kissinger insisted on absolute secrecy. (We pause to note what an
extraordinary, almost unthinkable, step it was for a national security advisor
to embark on a negotiation of fundamental national importance without the
knowledge of the secretary of state. In chapter 13 we will return in greater
depth to the pros and cons of this kind of secrecy.) In early July, Kissinger
boarded a plane with a handful of aides and Secret Service agents and set off
on a “routine diplomatic mission” that would end in Pakistan.21 With each
stop, the press progressively lost interest, until Kissinger’s entourage, only
some of whom knew more than part of what was up, could secretly board the
president of Pakistan’s plane and slip into China on July 9.22

Negotiating with Zhou

Meeting with Zhou, Kissinger swiftly abandoned his prevailing assumption
of Chinese hostility as his counterparts made great efforts to put him at ease.
Initially concerned by the lack of scheduled time for negotiations, Kissinger
realized that Mao and Zhou’s approach was meant not to placate him, but
rather to signal a willingness to learn more about each other, especially their
fundamental views of the international system, after many years without
direct communication.

In the formal negotiating sessions that followed, Kissinger and Zhou
discussed the two most pressing issues, Taiwan and Vietnam, to learn
whether talks could usefully proceed. Kissinger found an easy counterpart in
Zhou. Both negotiated their most important issues largely by talking around
them, linking them to major priorities they both knew to be most significant.
Kissinger tested Zhou’s desire to negotiate matters other than Taiwan, and
received a favorable reply. Zhou would negotiate Taiwan but was not
concerned by the order in which it and other issues would be negotiated;
other issues could come first. Kissinger saw an opportunity to link potential



Chinese concessions on Vietnam to potential U.S. concessions on Taiwan,
dubbing Zhou’s position “linkage in reverse.”23

Kissinger came to understand the driving interest of his Beijing
counterparts in coalitional terms: “The Chinese want to relieve themselves of
the threat of a two-front war, introduce new calculations in Moscow about
attacking or leaning on the PRC, and perhaps make the USSR more pliable
in its dealing with Peking. Specifically from us they want assurances against
US-USSR collusion.”24 Phrasing it more positively, Kissinger stressed Mao’s
“commitment to the creation of a de facto anti-Soviet coalition.”25

As his visit came to a close, Kissinger drafted an agreement with Zhou,
to be announced by the leaders of both nations. Knowing of Nixon’s long-
standing interest in China, Mao would extend an offer for a state visit.
Richard Nixon would agree. For the first time in twenty years, the
normalization of relations between the United States and the People’s
Republic of China was in prospect. On July 15, both nations made the
stunning announcement.26 As we will later explain, this “Nixon shock”
enraged American anticommunists, deeply embarrassed U.S. officials and
allies such as Japan that had been cut out of the process, and ultimately led
to American recognition of China at the expense of Taiwan.

Kissinger immediately set about planning an interim trip, during which
the significant details of a communiqué would be prepared in advance of
Nixon and Mao’s formal meeting. Returning to China in October, Kissinger
proposed a relatively bland, formal unified statement on the shared positions
of both nations. In return, he left blank the statement of a position on
Taiwan, to signal a willingness to shift the American position in order to find
agreement with the PRC. Zhou’s reply was a firm rebuke. He demanded that
each side state its positions, both common and conflicting, on key issues.
Stunned at first, Kissinger realized that Zhou’s demand would not
substantively alter either side’s position going forward, but could limit
internal dissent from hard-liners.

The resulting “Shanghai Communiqué” had an unprecedented structure,
completely unlike the relatively anodyne joint statements that often followed
U.S.-Soviet meetings. Once the final terms were negotiated during Nixon’s
visit, Kissinger observed that the “Shanghai Communiqué . . . was to provide
a road map for Sino-American relations for the next decade. The
Communiqué had an unprecedented feature: more than half of it was
devoted to stating the conflicting views of the two sides on ideology,



international affairs, Vietnam, and Taiwan. In a curious way, the catalogue of
disagreements conferred greater significance on those subjects on which the
two sides agreed. . . . Stripped of diplomatic jargon, these agreements meant,
at a minimum, that China would do nothing to exacerbate the situation in
Indochina or Korea, that neither China nor the United States would
cooperate with the Soviet bloc, and that both would oppose any attempt by
any country to achieve domination of Asia. Because the Soviet Union was
the only country capable of dominating Asia, a tacit alliance to block Soviet
expansionism in Asia was coming into being.”27

Four months later, Nixon and Kissinger followed the preliminary
meeting with a statement on Taiwan, setting the stage for Nixon’s state visit.
Arriving in Beijing in late February, Nixon and Kissinger proceeded to the
residence of Mao Zedong, and were greeted effusively by the ailing leader.
Speaking in circuitous parables, questions, and statements, Mao invited a
conversation with Nixon, signaling that no further agreement would be
needed than the visit itself, should a formal agreement not be reached. In the
long term, he conveyed, the two nations would draw together.

Nixon and Mao spoke in general terms while leaving the detailed
negotiations to Kissinger and Zhao. Within days, the final Shanghai
Communiqué was agreed upon at last, stating each side’s positions on the
issues, agreed positions, and a way forward on Taiwan.28 (We will return in
chapter 11 to some of the remarkable creativity that resulted in this agreed
document.)

With carefully crafted ambiguities, the United States pledged to support
the concept of “One China,” significantly reduce support for Taiwanese
independence groups, gradually reduce U.S. military personnel in Taiwan,
and encourage regional peace and security.29 Moreover, both sides agreed to
move toward formal diplomatic ties and to avoid the pursuit of regional
hegemony at all costs.30

Nixon’s visit and the communiqué succeeded in achieving Kissinger’s
immediate goals, linking an agreement on Taiwan to a tacit agreement by the
Chinese to moderate their support for the North Vietnamese. Both sides
stood to gain by checking the aggression of the Soviet Union, and by doing
so in a way that de-escalated a growing military crisis.

Agility in Coalitional Negotiations: The Soviet Reaction



Despite the fact that “most Soviet experts had warned Nixon that improved
relations with China would sour Soviet-American relations,”31 Kissinger was
less worried about this possibility. He judged that soured relations were less
likely given Soviet concern about acting in a manner that would deepen a
possible U.S.-Chinese alignment and the potential value to the USSR of
improved relations with the United States. (Recall our assessment in the last
chapter of the high expected value to Moscow of improved trade relations,
and the top-level Soviet commitment to that economic result.) Despite dire
predictions, Kissinger noted that “the opposite occurred. Prior to my secret
trip to China, Moscow had been stalling for over a year on arrangements for
a summit between Brezhnev and Nixon . . . then, within a month of my visit
to Beijing, the Kremlin reversed itself and invited Nixon to Moscow.32

“Suddenly, the Moscow summit was not elusive. . . . Other negotiations
deadlocked for months began magically to unfreeze: Berlin, for example,
and the talks to guard against accidental nuclear war.  .  .  . both these
negotiations moved rapidly to completion within weeks of the Peking
announcement.”33 More broadly, “the Soviet Union began to move
energetically  .  .  . to deal with the new international reality.  .  .  . [I]t sought
rapidly to improve its relations with Washington: It was suddenly anxious to
create the impression that more serious business could be accomplished in
Moscow than in Peking.”34

To Kissinger, “agility” in negotiating this outcome involved balancing a
number of tricky Chinese, Soviet, and domestic U.S. dynamics: “If we
moved too quickly . . . the Chinese might rebuff the overture. If we moved
too slowly, we might feed Chinese suspicions of Soviet-American collusion,
which could drive them into making the best deal available with Moscow.
As for the Soviets, we considered the Chinese option useful to induce
restraint; but we had to take care not to pursue it so impetuously as to
provoke a Soviet preemptive attack on China. And at home we had to
overcome a habit of mind that [saw] the People’s Republic either [as] an
irreconcilable enemy or a put-upon country concerned only with  .  .  .
Taiwan.”35

“In a period that was, in other respects, a high point of Soviet self-
confidence and a low point of America’s,” Kissinger concluded, “the Nixon
Administration managed to reshuffle the deck. It continued to see to it that
general war proved too risky for the Soviets. After the opening to China,
Soviet pressures below the level of general war became too risky as well,



because they had the potential of accelerating the dreaded Sino-American
rapprochement. Once America had opened to China, the Soviet Union’s best
option became seeking its own relaxation of tensions with the United
States.”36

Playing the “China Card”: A Naïve Interpretation?

Observers of U.S. moves toward China were quick to interpret Kissinger’s
China initiative as “playing the China card” against the Soviets. In a fairly
typical example, strategy professor Evelyn Goh asserted that “It was clear to
Beijing that the American opening to China was motivated by its desire to
play the ‘China card’ in order to motivate the Soviet Union to negotiate
detente with the United States.”37

While superficially appealing—after all, the United States was siding
with the weaker of two contending parties (China) to balance the more
aggressive one (the Soviet Union)—the coalitional rationale for the
American approach to China was far subtler. In fact, Kissinger sharply
criticized those who glibly opined about the administration and its so-called
China card: “So the ‘China card,’ as it was often presented, was let us do
something with China that annoys Russia and for which we can bargain.
[Instead] our view was that the existence of the triangular relationship was in
itself a form of pressure on each of them. And we carefully maneuvered so
that we would try to be closer to each than they were to each other. . . . And
one way we achieved that was by rather carefully informing each side what
we were doing with the other. So that created its own pressures, but we
added no threat. We treated our relationship with each as if it were the most
natural event in the world and kept the other side informed, which also had
the practical effect, actually, that it improved their confidence in us, at least
to the extent that they could be reasonably sure that we were not planning
any secret machinations.”38

Of course, keeping each side exquisitely well informed about what the
United States was doing with the other side was consistent with simple
courtesy and an independent spirit of transparency. Yet the underlying
message was both obvious and unnecessary to state explicitly, let alone
couch in threatening terms, as Kissinger explained to those who might miss
the point: “the mere existence of these American options gave us a
bargaining weapon. So I was always concerned that, if we announced that



China was a weapon against Russia, then it became a mortal conflict, and all
the more so as we were also pursuing a policy of détente with the Soviet
Union, and we wanted to give them a genuine option of improving their
relations with us.”39

When analyzing triangular diplomacy at the tactical level—how to play
A against B and vice versa, which is certainly useful—it is easy to miss the
broader strategic and structural motivations and consequences. While
protecting American foreign policy interests, Kissinger always sought to
reduce the probability of a devastating nuclear conflict. A new triangular
relationship, properly configured, promised greater underlying global
stability, along with other advantages: “We really wanted a world less likely
to go to war,” Kissinger explained. “And we also always had in mind that we
wanted to settle the Vietnam War at the same time. And we didn’t want little
victories. What we wanted was a structural improvement.”40

As we saw during our analyses of the disengagement agreements
following the 1973 Arab-Israeli War and of the Paris peace talks, Henry
Kissinger actively drew on the increasing stakes that China and the Soviet
Union had in improving relations with the United States. As diplomatic and
military supporters of North Vietnam, both China and the Soviet Union had
to weigh, and chose to moderate, that support against the increasing value of
relationships with the United States. Similarly, as Kissinger negotiated for a
cease-fire during the 1973 Arab-Israeli War (and in disengagement accords
among Egypt, Israel, and Syria), the Soviet Union was somewhat
constrained in its response by the détente initiative and the benefits it
promised. Not only was the “structural improvement” in the triangular U.S.-
Soviet-Chinese relationship that Kissinger and Nixon negotiated valuable in
and of itself, but it also proved to be an asset for addressing other key
foreign policy interests.

From Three Parties to Many

Beyond the triangular negotiations just analyzed, Kissinger consistently
sought to understand and act on the entire system of multiple parties and
interests. As his biographer Walter Isaacson somewhat sardonically
observed, “That type of thinking came naturally to someone who was both a
brilliant conceptualizer and slightly conspiratorial in outlook, who could feel
the connections the way a spider senses twitches in its web.”41 Kissinger



offered a tactical example of adapting to this complexity: “Before formal
positions could be advanced, it was necessary to reconnoiter the ground with
all the parties and, even then, one had to be careful never to discuss the
position of one side before committing the others—at least to some extent—
lest concessions be pocketed and generate a new round of demands.”42

Winning and Blocking Coalitions

While multiparty moves and countermoves can be complex, two
fundamental negotiating tasks typically guide action. First, with a target
agreement in mind, an advocate must build enough support among enough
of the right parties to enable its adoption and implementation; we call this
forging a “winning coalition.” Frequently, however, opponents of a target
agreement seek to prevent it from being adopted or implemented; we refer to
a group of opponents able to accomplish this negative task as a “blocking
coalition.” For the advocate of agreement seeking to build a winning
coalition, it is also necessary to thwart potential blockers.

Sequencing and Negotiation Campaigns

Building supportive coalitions and preventing or breaking adverse ones often
depend on choosing the most promising sequence of approach: whom to
approach first, next, and so on for the best chance of success. This can mean
negotiating a series of subsidiary agreements that advantageously set the
stage for achieving one’s ultimate target deal. We have sometimes referred to
such a series of negotiations as a “negotiation campaign,” which is aimed at
forging a “winning coalition” that enables the target deal to be reached.43 We
analyzed such campaigns in the Rhodesian and Vietnamese negotiations,
where Kissinger aimed to achieve an ultimate “target deal” and then mapped
backward from that target to identify and put in place the subsidiary
agreements that, when negotiated, made the final desired result more likely.

Success, in these cases, depends on a thorough assessment of which
parties tend to defer to which others and on the patterns of influence and
antagonism among them.44 Going through this process clarifies where to
place one’s negotiation emphasis first, next, and so on. In a simple everyday
example, suppose Bob, from whom it would be tough to get agreement if he



were approached directly, defers to Alice, who in turn pays strong attention
to Kim, who is receptive to a good set of arguments for the deal you seek.
The right sequence would be to persuade Kim to say yes, which would help
with Alice, and in turn make an appeal to Bob far more likely to succeed.

Without reviewing the specifics, recall Figure 1.4, regarding
Kissinger’s planned strategy to persuade Rhodesia’s Ian Smith to accept
majority rule within two years. Collapsing a more complex sequence to its
essence, the South Africans were key to the Rhodesians, while the British,
Americans, and “Frontline” African states were keys to South African
acquiescence. Figure 1.4 somewhat mechanically lays out this sequential
strategy, which Kissinger later modified (Figure 7.1) as the situation
evolved.

Similarly, as we described in chapter 6, Kissinger orchestrated a lengthy
negotiation campaign to persuade North Vietnam’s Le Duc Tho to agree to at
least a minimally acceptable deal. Figure 7.2 reminds us of those sequential
dynamics.

These two examples illustrate an important form of multiparty
dexterity. Yet, beyond orchestrating sequential negotiation campaigns to
build support for target agreements, a complementary set of skills is needed.

Figure 7.1: Kissinger’s Initial Strategy to Achieve Majority Rule in Rhodesia



Figure 7.2: Kissinger’s Negotiation Campaign for Agreement with North Vietnam

Note: Two-headed arrows imply direct negotiations; single-headed arrows imply pressure (political,
PR, diplomatic, military)

Blocking and Opposing Coalitions

An advocate for a target deal must effectively contend with potential
opponents, sometimes referred to as “spoilers,” who could block an
agreement or its implementation. Several negotiating approaches exist for
dealing with a possible blocking coalition: converting its members to your
side by persuasive arguments; bringing them on board by meeting some of
their key interests or making side payments; isolating and shaming them;
sidestepping them; dividing and conquering them; or overwhelming them.

Negotiations that ignore or do not deal with potent blockers, however,
often ends in failure. With respect to “left-out” spoilers, consider the 1919
Treaty of Versailles, which ended the state of war between Germany and the
Allied Powers. Unlike the Congress of Vienna of roughly a century before,
the defeated powers did not participate in the negotiations at the Paris Peace
Conference. Kissinger observed: “Thus it happened that the peace
concluding the war to end all wars did not include the two strongest nations
of Europe—Germany and Russia—which, between them, contained well



over half of Europe’s population and by far the largest military potential.
That fact alone would have doomed the Versailles settlement.”45

As with this and earlier examples, Kissinger frequently looks to history
for insight into coalitional dynamics that could lead to decisive opposing
coalitions. He warned against the dominant power throwing its weight
around in a manner that would stimulate smaller states to coalesce in
opposition. He observed that “Bordering more neighbors than any other
European state, Germany  .  .  . was stronger than any single neighbor but
weaker than a coalition of all of them. . . . Ironically, Germany’s attempt to
break up these incipient coalitions by threats or blackmail before the First
World War became a self-fulfilling prophecy that rendered the emergence of
hostile coalitions almost inevitable.”46

Kissinger drew a similar lesson from the Soviets’ military buildup.
“The generation governing the Soviet Union in the 1970s accumulated
military and geopolitical power less as an expression of long-range
geopolitical aims than as a substitute for them. Inevitably the pursuit of
strength for its own sake frightened most of the noncommunist world and
brought about a tacit coalition of all industrial nations plus China against the
Soviet Union, which made its ultimate collapse inevitable.”47 More recently,
China’s aggressive actions in the South and East China Seas have worried
neighboring countries, tending to drive them closer together. Russian
invasions of Georgia and Ukraine (Crimea and Eastern Ukraine) in 2008 and
2014 produced a similar effect on European countries, who began to increase
their defense spending in response.

Carefully assessing all the relevant parties made Kissinger keenly
aware of how potential opposition could be aroused. In a Middle East
context, he cautioned against “exploratory” discussions of sensitive possible
negotiating moves in an environment where those discussions would leak:
“Concessions difficult enough to sell to passionate publics on behalf of an
actual deal became nearly unmanageable when part of a hypothetical
agreement more than a year away.”48 Also, when he deemed it necessary to
deal with all parties simultaneously, Kissinger was cautious about
concluding any individual agreements, because “all the parties with nothing
to gain would have an incentive to gang up on the leader most likely to
proceed on his own.”49

When evaluating the likely success of step-by-step versus
comprehensive negotiations, Kissinger showed an acute awareness of the



manner in which the dynamics might lead either to agreement or impasse
depending on which parties were involved by what process. With respect to
the most promising approach after the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, he reflected
that “we had to make a basic strategic decision: Shall we go now for an
overall settlement or continue the step-by-step? An overall effort has its
advantages. Most importantly one can put everything on the table; one can
argue the framework of final settlement with full knowledge of the
objectives of all sides involved. But the disadvantages are that it would bring
all the Arabs together, and when this happens the radical Arabs would have
the upper hand. Then the Soviets would always be able to outbid whatever
else was on the table and the radical Arabs would, of course, have to opt for
what the Soviets had to offer. Of course, the Soviets would not make an offer
in the interests of achieving peace but rather in the interest of assuring that
there was no progress.”50 In short, under this set of circumstances, Kissinger
saw a comprehensive process as enabling potential blockers.

Having forecast an impasse from the likely dynamics of a
comprehensive approach, Kissinger contrasted it, for the 1973 case, with the
very different process he structured to avoid these pitfalls. Notice that a
significant aspect of his preferred process involved the parties that should
not be involved: “First, we sought to break up the Arab united front. Also we
wanted to ensure that the Europeans and Japanese did not get involved in the
diplomacy; and, of course, we wanted to keep the Soviets out of the
diplomatic arena. Finally, we sought a situation which would enable Israel to
deal separately with each of its neighbors. We told the Israelis they could go
to the Europeans if they wanted proclamations, but if they wanted progress
toward peace they would have to come to us. Thus, the step-by-step process
began. The step-by-step led to two disengagement agreements [Egyptian-
Israeli and Syrian-Israeli].”51

In short, while Kissinger the dexterous multiparty negotiator was
keenly focused on recruiting potential allies, he was equally aware of
potential opponents, and of the process choices that might awaken or
strengthen them.

* * *



Kissinger the negotiator was simultaneously Kissinger the analyst and
architect of the structure and dynamics of coalitions in multiparty, multilevel
situations. He paid close attention to which parties would need to agree in
order to forge a sustainable winning coalition to advance his objectives.
Through carefully sequenced negotiation campaigns, he built up such
coalitions, both explicitly and tactically, in the Rhodesian and Vietnam
cases. In this process, he was mindful of different ways that blocking and
opposing coalitions might be activated to frustrate his objectives. With
respect to China and the Soviet Union, he transformed the formerly bilateral
U.S. focus into a triangular one, with America holding the advantageous
pivot point. In the Middle East, given awareness of the risks of many parties
in a comprehensive process, he opted for a sequential step-by-step approach
with a small subset of the much larger group of parties that might have been
involved. Overall, Kissinger was exquisitely aware of the complex dynamics
of multiparty negotiations, at the not only tactical but also the strategic and
structural levels.

Together with the characteristics we discuss in earlier chapters (being
strategic, realistic, and game-changing), multiparty dexterity enabled
Kissinger to “zoom out” as he sought to analyze and advantageously shape
the larger context for individual bargaining encounters. Now the challenge
becomes how, at the same time that one zooms out to the strategic level, to
effectively “zoom in” to the people with whom one directly negotiates.
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“Zooming In”
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Introduction to Kissinger’s Interpersonal
Approach and Tactics

From Vietnam and Syria to China and Rhodesia, Henry Kissinger has
stressed that “the secret of negotiations is meticulous preparation.”1 Other
superb negotiators, such as James Baker, lived by this precept. Time and
again, Kissinger’s staff and counterparts attested to his fine-grained grasp of
the issues. Former Israeli prime minister Golda Meir remarked on
Kissinger’s “fantastic capacity for dealing with the minutest of details of
whatever problems he undertakes to solve.” She continued: “He told me
once that two years ago he had never heard of a place called [Q]uneitra. But
when he became involved in negotiating the disengagement of the Syrian
and Israeli forces on the Golan Heights, there wasn’t a road, a house, or even
a tree there about which he didn’t know everything there was to know. As I
said to him then, ‘With the exception of the former generals who are now
members of the Israeli cabinet, I don’t think we have a single minister who
knows as much about [Q]uneitra as you do.’”2

Beyond mastery of the issues, “meticulous preparation” to Kissinger
meant developing clarity on his own interests and on the psychology,
purposes, concerns, perceptions, relationships, political context, and culture
of his opposite number(s). To prepare, he zooms out: envisioning a target
agreement and provisional strategy, developing a realistic grasp of the
deal/no-deal balance, often making game-changing moves to tilt that balance
favorably.

And he zooms in: he cultivates an understanding of his individual
counterparts and then customizes his interpersonal approach and tactics. In
the negotiations we’ve discussed thus far, we have often seen glimmers of
Kissinger the tactician. With Zhou Enlai, Kissinger opens with a broad



philosophical statement of what he is trying to achieve before even
broaching specific issues. In tough situations, such as negotiating with South
Africa’s John Vorster and Rhodesia’s Ian Smith, Kissinger seeks
simultaneously to be both empathetic and assertive. Whether focused on
Sadat, Meir, Rabin, or Assad, he vividly paints the dire consequences of no-
deal, confronting the reluctance to say yes with a characteristic challenge: “I
know you don’t like this, but what’s the alternative?” He bluntly counters a
hard accusation by Brezhnev; to a similar Chinese tirade at the bargaining
table, Kissinger responds indirectly but firmly.

We’ve encountered a number of such actions in specific negotiations
and counterparts. The next five chapters, however, analyze and illustrate
several classes of interpersonal approaches and tactical choices that
characterize Kissinger’s approach. These often include:
 

cultivating deep insight into “the other side” as individuals;
building rapport and important relationships;
making proposals and concessions;
engaging in wordsmithing and “constructive ambiguity”;
bargaining tacitly;
persisting and building momentum;
employing “shuttles”; and
opting for secrecy, a centralized process, and a dominant personal role.

For many people, tactics are the essence of negotiation. Some readers
might find it odd that we put off a detailed discussion of Kissinger’s tactical
moves “at the table” to a point this late in the book, only after we have
analyzed the ways in which he zooms out to the strategic level. Yet one of
our core messages is that “Kissinger the negotiator” acts both away from and
at the table (i.e., zooms out and zooms in) to induce the “yes” he seeks. Now,
however, with the bigger picture in view, we zoom in to the conference
room.

Clarifying the Real Nature and Purpose of a Negotiation

To gauge the best approach and tactics, Kissinger sought to clarify the real
nature and purpose of the negotiations at hand. For example, he



distinguished between negotiations that took place within a “legitimate
international order” and those that took place with “revolutionary” powers.

As examples of negotiations within a “legitimate” order, one might
imagine trade talks among the United States, Canada, and Mexico; burden-
sharing bargaining within NATO; or negotiations to end a war between Peru
and Ecuador. In such cases, issues of good faith and the willingness at least
to explore mutually beneficial agreements color the approach to
negotiations, which still may be very tough.

By contrast, a sophisticated negotiator dealing with a “revolutionary”
power (e.g., Ayatollah Khomeini’s Iran, the early Soviet Union, or Mao’s
China during the Cultural Revolution) may find standard negotiation
approaches misplaced. Kissinger observed that in these situations,
“diplomats can still meet but they cannot persuade each other. Instead,
diplomatic conferences become elaborate stage plays which seek to
influence and win over public opinion in other nations  .  .  . They are less a
forum for negotiation than a platform for propaganda.”3

Obviously, negotiating to genuinely explore agreements calls for a
radically different approach than negotiating to score (or avoid) propaganda
points. Kissinger’s Harvard and government colleague Fred Iklé, who served
as director of the U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, highlighted
other motives for negotiation than seeking agreement—he called them “side
effects”—including gathering intelligence, influencing third parties,
diverting the other side from using force, buying time, deceiving other
governments, or maintaining contact to communicate on other matters.4

Tactical choices obviously depend on the real purpose of the negotiation.
The stage of the negotiation process also influences choice of tactics.

Well before the agenda has crystallized, especially in talks where mutual
suspicion is high and prior communication limited or nonexistent, tactics for
early meetings may have different goals from directly working out a deal. In
1971, for example, China and America did not recognize each other, had no
diplomats in each other’s capitals, had established no direct way to talk, and
had not communicated officially for twenty years. Thus, when Kissinger
made his secret visit to Beijing, the “underlying challenge  .  .  . was to
establish enough confidence to turn a first meeting into a process.” The two
problems that were “recognized as insoluble in the short term” were Taiwan
and Vietnam. “The problem was how to put them aside.”5



Choosing the most appropriate moves at the table, therefore, depends
on analyzing the real nature of the negotiation at hand and whether it is in a
preliminary or later stage. Given these assessments, the next five chapters of
this book (chapters 9–13) help us drill down: How important are personal
relationships in high-stakes negotiations? How much effort should I expend
building rapport with my counterpart? Should I start high or more
moderately? If a concession is required, when and how should I make it?
Under what conditions should I keep the process secret? And so on. As we
more systematically study Kissinger zooming in to the table itself, we will
gain considerable insight into these and many other tactical choices.
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Reading Counterparts

[Kissinger] was a tremendous strategist and conceptual thinker as a geopolitician. . . . He was a
superb negotiator, one who was able to adjust his negotiating style to his interlocutors and their
cultural history.

—WINSTON LORD1

[Kissinger displayed] an almost devilish psychological intuition, an instinct for grasping the
hidden springs of character, of knowing what drives or what dooms another person. He was at
his best as a face-to-face negotiator precisely because of this rare talent.

—STANLEY HOFFMANN2

In our experience, some negotiators gravitate to the general and strategic.
Others focus on the specific and personal. Many fewer effectively maintain
both perspectives. Thus far, we have elaborated Kissinger’s highly
developed capacity to “zoom out” to the broader picture, where we have
characterized his approach to be strategic, realistic, prone to changing the
game, and dexterous in multiparty situations. In tandem with this somewhat
detached and analytical view, Kissinger consistently “zooms in” to his
individual counterparts with highly customized personal and cultural
insights. As the epigraphs that begin this chapter suggest—one by Winston
Lord, longtime diplomatic colleague and admirer; the other by the late
Stanley Hoffmann, Harvard colleague and fierce critic—Kissinger was
unusually skilled at reading his negotiating counterparts and adapting his
approach to each person with whom he dealt.

It would be too simple to write off this characteristic as innate. While
other negotiators may not match Kissinger’s psychological acuity, a great
deal can be learned from his approach to zooming in on each interlocutor.
Especially for those who regard negotiations mainly as dueling spreadsheets
(or term sheets or legal briefs), it can be highly rewarding to cultivate the
discipline to consciously assess and encompass the personal and
psychological.



Our earlier account of Kissinger’s Rhodesian negotiations suggests the
value of combining these macro and micro perspectives and seeking to bring
the two into productive alignment. With his broader sequential strategy as
backdrop, recall Kissinger’s intensive discussions with Tanzania’s Julius
Nyerere. Although the two men came from very different cultures, Kissinger
simultaneously sought to understand Nyerere’s perspectives and motivations
and to build rapport on personal and geopolitical levels. Similarly, after
intensively seeking to penetrate the mind-sets and interests of South African
prime minister John Vorster and Rhodesian prime minister Ian Smith,
Kissinger exhibited both empathy and assertiveness in his persuasive (and
largely successful) efforts.

Time and again, we observe sharply etched portraits that Kissinger
drew of his interlocutors with implications for how to negotiate most
effectively with each. His behavioral and psychological insights derived
from direct observation of those with whom he negotiated, from
consultations with experts and others who had had direct contact with his
counterparts, from research, from awareness of pivotal experiences and
events that had shaped them, and from assessments of how political and
institutional forces had left their marks.

It is one thing to suggest the importance of zooming in to understand
one’s negotiating counterparts. It is far more instructive to see what this
means in practice. Thus we will review Kissinger’s portrayals of several
people with whom he negotiated, both foreign and within the U.S.
government. (After all, “internal” negotiations are often as difficult as or
more difficult than “external” ones.) Kissinger prepared some of these
assessments in advance of the negotiations; others were also informed by
later reflection.

Beyond Stereotypes: Understanding Individuals in Their Cultural and
Political Contexts

We begin with Kissinger’s very brief characterization of three important
Chinese counterparts: “Mao, Zhou, and later Deng were all extraordinary
personalities. Mao was the visionary, ruthless, pitiless, occasionally
murderous revolutionary; Zhou, the elegant, charming, brilliant
administrator; and Deng, the reformer of elemental convictions. The three
men reflected a common tradition of painstaking analysis and the distillation



of the experiences of an ancient country with an instinct for distinguishing
between the permanent and the tactical.”3 While suggesting common
“Chinese” characteristics, note how Kissinger avoids stereotypes by
immediately differentiating among Mao, Zhou, and Deng.

In a continuation of the same passage, Kissinger broadly contrasts the
“Soviet” style with the approach of the Chinese, whose “negotiating style
was as different from that of their Soviet counterparts as was possible.
Soviet diplomats almost never discussed conceptual issues. Their tactic was
to select a problem of immediate concern to Moscow and to batter away at
its resolution with a dogged persistence designed to wear down their
interlocutors rather than to persuade them. The insistence and the vehemence
with which Soviet negotiators put forward the Politburo consensus reflected
the brutal discipline and internal strains of Soviet politics, and transformed
high policy into an exhausting retail trade.”4

This contrast of the Soviet negotiating style with that of the Chinese
might seem to risk overreliance on national stereotypes. From time to time,
Kissinger did indulge in broad national stereotyping (e.g., “to tell a Syrian
not to haggle is like ordering a fish not to swim,”5 and Thieu dealt in the
“Vietnamese manner: indirectly, elliptically, by methods designed to exhaust
rather than to clarify, constantly needling but never addressing the real
issue.”6) Yet, while culture, historical experience, and political structure
certainly influence negotiating counterparts, and must be understood,
Kissinger consistently highlighted striking differences among individuals
who shared cultures and backgrounds. To see this more clearly, we turn to
Kissinger’s comparisons of two Soviet and two Chinese leaders with whom
he had important negotiations.

Two Soviet Leaders: Dobrynin and Brezhnev
Consider how Kissinger characterized Anatoly Dobrynin, then Soviet

ambassador to the United States: “Dobrynin . . . was a classic product of the
Communist society. Born into a family of twelve children, and the first
member of his family to go to a university, he had benefited from the system
that he represented so ably. He was trained as an electrical engineer and
seconded to the Foreign [Ministry] during the war. Whether he owed his
flexibility to his training in a subject relatively free of deadening ideology, or
to a natural disposition, he was one of the few Soviet diplomats of my
acquaintance who could understand the psychology of others. . . . He knew



how to talk to Americans in a way brilliantly attuned to their preconceptions.
He too was especially skilled at evoking the inexhaustible American sense of
guilt, by persistently but pleasantly hammering home the impression that
every deadlock was our fault. [  .  .  . ] he understood that a reputation for
reliability is an important asset in foreign policy. Subtle and disciplined,
warm in his demeanor while wary in his conduct, Dobrynin moved through
the upper echelons of Washington with consummate skill.”7

In contrast to Kissinger’s take on Dobrynin, consider a memo he wrote
to help prepare President Gerald Ford deal effectively with Soviet general
secretary Leonid Brezhnev. (Such memos were often group efforts, with
input by area specialists, though they went to the president under his name.)
In the memo, Kissinger offered trenchant assessments of Brezhnev’s
background, interests, political situation, habits, and personal negotiating
style.8 While referencing a stereotype in passing, Kissinger reminded Ford of
the importance to Brezhnev of the upcoming meeting: “to be seen in the
company of the U.S. President, or closeted with you in secret sessions fills a
deep seated Russian need to be accepted as an equal.”

Excerpts from Kissinger’s preparatory memo further distinguished the
general secretary from Ambassador Dobrynin: “Brezhnev is a mixture of
crudeness and warmth  .  .  . He has  .  .  . love of physical contact—back
slapping, bear hugs, and kisses . . . prides himself on being a sportsman . . .
He vows he will never give up hunting, and he remains an avid soccer
fan . . . He is given to incessant complaining to his colleagues about minor
ailments, the workload . . . Brezhnev is a nervous man, partly because of his
personal insecurity, partly for physiological reasons traced to his
consumption of alcohol and tobacco, his history of heart disease and the
pressures of his job. You will find his hands perpetually in motion, twirling
his gold watch chain, flicking ashes from his ever-present cigarette. [World
War II] remains an earth shaking experience for him.  .  .  . He knows
something of the human disaster of war—one should credit him with
genuine abhorrence of it, though, of course, he uses fear of war in others to
obtain political ends. Brezhnev probably will remind you of a tough and
shrewd union boss, conscious of his position and his interests, alert to
slights.  .  .  . He will try to flatter you  .  .  . When he wants something,
Brezhnev will be voluble in explaining how much in your own interest a
certain position is; he may intimate that it took a great deal of effort to get



his colleagues to agree to a concession  .  .  . He may stall interminably, but
once he moves he will want things settled at once.”9

Reflecting on these characterizations, it is hard to take seriously the
many how-to manuals that purport to inform readers about “negotiating with
the Chinese,” “negotiating with the Russians,” or “negotiating with
nationality X,” manuals that ascribe uniform characteristics to people of
each nationality.10 Of course, there are central tendencies associated with
different countries, but Kissinger’s assessment reminds us that we negotiate
with individuals, not stereotypical cultural averages.

Two Chinese Leaders: Mao and Zhou
Kissinger’s views of a pair of pivotal Chinese figures, Mao and Zhou,

help us zoom in even further. After Kissinger’s two preliminary visits to
China, he sought to prepare Nixon for his upcoming trip to China on
February 21, 1972, the first by an American president. Nixon was certain to
deal primarily with Mao and Zhou.11

Kissinger’s preparatory memo offered Nixon a comparative overview
of the two men, turning first to Mao: “A convenient distinction between Mao
and Zhou  .  .  . is to cite the Chairman as the philosopher and Zhou as the
practitioner. Thus we can think of Mao as the philosopher, the poet, the
grand strategist, the inspirer, the romantic. He sets the direction and the
framework and leaves the implementation to his trusted lieutenant. He can
be counted on to speak in broad, philosophic, historic terms and leave the
negotiations to Zhou. He will want to talk about the long view, the basic
tides running in the world, where China and the U.S. are heading, with each
other and with others.”12

Turning to Zhou Enlai, Kissinger summarized his role and personality:
“Zhou is the tactician, the administrator, the negotiator, the master of details
and thrust and parry. His emphasis will be on the concrete substantive issues
and he will invoke the Chairman’s authority and prescience with what seems
total sincerity. However, this distinction between the two men can be
misleading. Zhou is perfectly at home on the philosophic plane, and he
couches his tactical arguments in historical and conceptual terms . . . Zhou is
clearly running China. He is the dominant figure in both the party and the
government, and he steers both foreign and domestic policy.”13

Leavening his initial characterization of Mao (“poet, philosopher,”
etc.), Kissinger reminded Nixon of the Chinese leader’s toughness and the



daunting challenges he had surmounted: “Mao can be as ruthlessly
pragmatic as he is ideologically fanatic  .  .  . after all, in the past half-dozen
years, a whole string of his closest associates have been declared guilty of
the most serious crimes and whisked out of sight—including two hand-
picked heirs and his personal secretary.  .  .  . [A]gain and again, [Mao] has
faced one towering crisis after another—the annihilation campaigns of
Chiang, Long March, Japanese invasion, civil war with the Nationalists,
Korean War, Great Leap Forward, split with Moscow, Cultural Revolution,
progressive Soviet encirclement. Surmounting such challenges requires
vision as well as tactics  .  .  . Mao’s peasant background is evident in his
direct and earthy humor, which he often used to ridicule or disarm
opponents.”14

Kissinger then offered Nixon more detailed advice, anticipating Zhou’s
approach to negotiation and making suggestions for how to deal with it most
effectively. A number of excerpts from the preparatory memo are worth
recounting to illustrate this point: “[Zhou] is charming, articulate and
tough. . . . You can be sure that he has done his homework, not only on the
issues, but also on America and you personally. . . . His negotiating style is
extremely effective and requires finesse to counter. If he states a position in
absolute terms, he will stick by it at least for awhile. He is not to be pressed
if he is not ready to be pressed.

If, however, he is at all evasive or ambiguous—which is the usual case
—this suggests room for exploration. In this case it is better to go at the issue
circuitously rather than frontally. Either later in a meeting, or on an informal
occasion, you could pick up the subject again and suggest another approach.
He might then absorb this and come back subsequently with a new statement
incorporating elements of what you said but presenting it as the Chinese
view.

The indirect approach, the use of analogy, is typical of the Chinese in
general and Zhou in particular. Almost everything he says, no matter how far
it seems to stray from the subject at hand, is making a relevant point. This
oblique style is not at all inconsistent with candor. Indeed, frankness was one
of the dominant elements in our talks with Zhou and frankness would serve
you well in your conversations.

Zhou can be extremely—and suddenly—tough. Both General Haig and
I have been treated to withering blasts . . . You should not let such statements



stand but rather respond very firmly, though non-abusively. If you start
pulling back he will stay on the offensive.”15

Finally, in contrast to dealing with the Soviets, Kissinger suggests the
best approach to responding to “hard” statements from these Chinese
leaders: “Zhou’s firmness, however, is not the kind of brutalizing toughness
which we have come to expect from the Russians, but rather a hardness and
consistency of purpose derived from fifty years of revolutionary
experience. . . .

Thus if Zhou (or Mao) makes hard statements, your response must be
different than what you would use with the Russians. The latter can be met
with tough language as well as tough substance. With the Chinese, it is
important to counter strongly with one’s own viewpoint, but in a way that
reflects comprehension of their point of view. My own experience is that if
you remain firm on principles but express yourself with restraint, they are
likely to modify their rhetoric and address points of contention in a relatively
realistic way. . . .

In sum, these people are both fanatic and pragmatic. They are tough
ideologues who totally disagree with us on where the world is going, or
should be going. At the same time, they are hard realists who calculate they
need us because of a threatening Soviet Union, a resurgent Japan, and a
potentially independent Taiwan. . . .

[Yet]  .  .  . these leaders are in their seventies, and they surely want to
reach certain goals before they depart the scene. . . . [the internal opposition
to both men] underline[s] the great gamble that Mao and Zhou have taken in
dealing with us and inviting you. Thus they will need to show some
immediate results for their domestic audience.”16

Elsewhere, Kissinger summed up the contrasting approaches of the
Soviets and the Chinese: “The Soviets insist on their prerogatives as a great
power. The Chinese establish a claim on the basis of universal principles and
a demonstration of self-confidence that attempts to make the issue of power
irrelevant.”17 The China of Mao and Zhou “had absorbed conquerors and had
proved its inward strength by imposing its social and intellectual style on
them. Its leaders were aloof, self-assured, composed. Brezhnev represented a
nation that had survived not by civilizing its conquerors but by outlasting
them . . . he sought to obscure his lack of assurance by boisterousness.”18



Beyond the Soviets and the Chinese

Whether his interlocutor was Soviet (Dobrynin, Brezhnev), Chinese (Mao,
Zhou, Deng), Vietnamese (Le Duc Tho), or from Southern Africa (Nyerere,
Vorster, Smith) or elsewhere, Kissinger developed a granular sense of each
individual as a person. This extended both to Middle Eastern counterparts
and to those within the U.S. government. For example, Kissinger described
Israeli prime minister Golda Meir: “She was a founder of her country. Every
inch of land for which Israel had fought was to her a token of her people’s
survival; it would be stubbornly defended against enemies; it would be given
up only for a tangible guarantee of security. She had a penetrating mind,
leavened by earthiness and a mischievous sense of humor. She was not taken
in by elevated rhetoric, or particularly interested in the finer points of
negotiating tactics. She cut to the heart of the matter. She answered
pomposity with irony and dominated conversations by her personality and
shrewd psychology. To me she acted as a benevolent aunt toward an
especially favored nephew, so that even to admit the possibility of
disagreement was a challenge to family hierarchy producing emotional
outrage. It was usually calculated.”19

And since many negotiations have an extensive internal and domestic
component, it is hardly surprising that Kissinger assessed his U.S.
government colleagues, such as Secretary of State William Rogers, as
carefully as his foreign counterparts.20 For example, consider his
characterization of Melvin Laird, then secretary of defense and a frequent
“internal” negotiating counterpart. Note how the concise assessment sizes up
not only Laird’s personality but his experience and place in the political and
bureaucratic environment of the time: “Having served on the Defense
Subcommittee of the House Appropriations Committee for most of his
sixteen years in the Congress, Laird knew his subject thoroughly before he
took office. And Laird had an important constituency. Remaining influential
in the Congress . . . Laird could be ignored by the President only at serious
risk. And while Laird’s maneuvers were often as Byzantine in their
complexity or indirection as those of Nixon, he accomplished with verve and
surprising goodwill what Nixon performed with grim determination and
inward resentment. Laird liked to win, but unlike Nixon, derived no great
pleasure from seeing someone else lose. There was about him a buoyancy



and a rascally good humor that made working with him as satisfying as it
could on occasion be maddening.”21

It might be tempting to regard such observations as mere character
sketches, undertaken almost for literary purposes. Yet close observation
evidently served as a means of figuring out the most effective approach to
dealing with the subject. In Laird’s case, as with Chinese and Soviet leaders,
Kissinger deployed psychological insight to generate negotiating advice:
“Provided he was allowed some reasonable range for saving face by
maneuvering to a new position without embarrassment, Laird accepted
bureaucratic setbacks without rancor.  .  .  . In working with him, intellectual
arguments were only marginally useful and direct orders were suicidal. I
eventually learned that it was safest to begin a battle with Laird by closing
off insofar as possible all his bureaucratic or Congressional escape routes,
provided I could figure them out, which was not always easy. Only then
would I broach substance. But even with such tactics I lost as often as I
won.”22

Similarly, with respect to the Vietnam negotiations and his dealings
with Le Duc Tho (which we describe in chapter 6), Kissinger observed that:
“An experienced negotiator—which by this time, I was—develops a sixth
sense for when the other side is ready to settle. The signals are usually
matters of nuance: Some issues are not pressed to the absolute limit; some
claims are marginally modified; the door to compromise is always kept
tangentially ajar. None of these indicators appeared in the November round
of [the Paris peace] talks; . . . One telltale sign was Tho’s persistent refusal to
let experts from both sides discuss the protocols  .  .  . I repeatedly asked for
North Vietnamese drafts  .  .  . and said that our experts  .  .  . were ready to
negotiate on them immediately. Tho evaded each of our requests with the
excuse that the North Vietnamese drafts were not ready. This was amazing in
light of Hanoi’s insistence three weeks earlier that we sign the basic
documents by October 31.”23

Of course, as we earlier established, North Vietnamese intransigence at
the bargaining table was arguably driven by factors other than personalities
(e.g., increasing American troop withdrawals, domestic U.S. opposition to
the war).

There are many other telling examples of Kissinger’s insight into
individuals and how best to deal with each (e.g., Zhou Enlai,24 Anwar Sadat,25

Mao Zedong26). The prescriptive point, however, should be clear: in tandem



with the capacity to “zoom out” to a strategic framework, effective
negotiators should cultivate the habit of perceptively zooming in on their
interlocutors so that, insofar as possible, the micro and macro can be brought
into productive alignment.

Four Observations on Zooming In to Understand Your Counterpart

With these sketches in mind—of Dobrynin, Brezhnev, Mao, Zhou, Le Duc
Tho, Meir, and Laird—we make four observations about Kissinger’s practice
of “zooming in.”
 

First, it is beyond our scope to assess the accuracy of Kissinger’s
portrayals. Assessments of negotiating counterparts can be only as good
as the information and experience on which they are based. While
Kissinger consulted the CIA and various China specialists (including
Edgar Snow, Ross Terrill, John Fairbank, and even André Malraux)27 to
inform his preparatory memo on Mao and Zhou, the United States had
had little official contact with China over the preceding twenty years.
Kissinger’s direct experience on which to base his assessment was
limited to his two China trips in July and October prior to Nixon’s visit.
Little wonder that later scholars would offer significant correctives to
the portrait that Kissinger painted, for example, of Mao in his
preparatory memo.28

Second, calibrating for limited available information and inevitable
personal bias, we note the exquisite care Kissinger took to understand
with whom he or the president would be dealing. As he put it with
respect to Nixon’s China visit, “I know of no Presidential trip that was
as carefully planned,” with voluminous briefing books on the issues,
suggested talking points, and “lengthy analyses of the personalities.”29

These were not recitations of a few throwaway adjectives (e.g.,
“tough,” “smart,” “wily”) plus simple biographical details (e.g.,
education, career trajectory). Instead, they were nuanced assessments of
individuals and their formative experiences. Based on these
assessments, Kissinger often spelled out recommendations for the most
effective strategy and tactics. Even where information is scarce, this is
an invaluable practice for effective negotiators.



Third, while many of the descriptions we have cited were written after
the fact and include later perspectives, we purposely cited Kissinger’s
more detailed analyses, which were written in advance of upcoming
negotiations. The approach and focus of these preparatory assessments
are consistent with those of the many after-the-fact sketches we have
cited.
Fourth, while the preceding four chapters on zooming out to the
strategic, substantive, and analytic factors strike us as compelling—and
for many negotiators, these factors constitute the central or sole focus of
the process—Kissinger’s extraordinary attention to the personal is
instructive. The geopolitical (or financial or legal) chessboard, while
absolutely necessary for effective negotiation, is normally insufficient
for dealing successfully with the people on the other side of the table.
The larger point here is the importance of deeply probing the psyche,
history, perceptions, and motivations of your negotiating counterparts.
In our jargon, the imperative is to “zoom in” to the person as well as to
“zoom out” to the strategy and substantive analysis.

Factoring in Political Culture and Decision-Making Processes

As Kissinger’s sketches suggest, it is not merely distinctive individual
characteristics that matter. To avoid error, effective negotiators must
understand the limits implied by their counterparts’ cultural, political, and
institutional contexts. This requires both awareness of gaps in one’s
knowledge and a determination to fill them. As Kissinger noted, “When I
first came into office, there was no major country I understood less than
Japan. Like most Americans, I admired its extraordinary recovery from the
devastation of World War II. But I did not grasp Japan’s unique character.”30

Indeed, after the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, Kissinger failed to persuade Japan’s
prime minister to follow American policy; in large part, the path Kissinger
urged would have left Japan subject to a devastating oil embargo.

However, in later dealings, Kissinger refined his understanding of the
culture and decision-making processes faced when negotiating with senior
Japanese officials. He noted that: “High office in Japan is not an entitlement
to issue orders, much less to rule by decree; it basically confers the privilege
of taking the lead in persuading one’s colleagues. A Japanese prime minister
is the custodian of national consensus, not the creator of it. Faced with



American negotiators seeking to sway him on a personal level through the
insistent reiteration of arguments or personal charm—as if the failure to
agree were the result of incomprehension—the Japanese leader takes refuge
in obscure evasions or, if pressed to the wall, implies the promise of
something he cannot implement . . .”31

Kissinger continued, emphasizing the constraints that the Japanese
consensus decision process imposes: “Summits between American
presidents and Japanese prime ministers therefore all too frequently end in
frustration. The American president asks for a decision—that is, an act of
will to be imposed on reluctant colleagues or on a resistant bureaucracy.
Since no modern Japanese prime minister has—or has ever had—that much
authority, any acquiescence expresses at best a commitment to make an
effort to persuade, not to command. Until the group relevant to the
consensus (usually those who have to implement the decision) agrees that
there is no alternative, the promise cannot be fulfilled. The single-
mindedness of the consensus process is purchased at the cost of a seeming
imperviousness to the sensibilities and views of foreigners and a languid
pace in reaching decisions.”32

Similarly, with respect to Israeli counterparts, that country’s history and
fragmented political system both carry strong implications for its leaders’
approach to negotiation: “Because Israeli cabinets represent a coalition of
competing personalities as well as parties, the opening Israeli position
generally represents the sum of every key minister’s preferences—especially
when there is not a dominant Prime Minister, as was the case at the time of
Rabin’s first cabinet. Israeli negotiators modify their positions only after
they have demonstrated to themselves and, above all, to their colleagues that
there is no blood left to be squeezed out of the stone or, when there is a
mediator—as there was during the shuttles—by saddling him with the blame
for not having achieved their maximum position.”33

With respect to the Sinai disengagement talks, Kissinger observed that:
“extracting a concession from an Israeli government is usually a hair-raising
enterprise. But one has to understand the dilemma. When you have a country
50 miles wide at its widest point and with a very narrow margin of survival,
you cannot run risks. And when you are of the generation . . . who had with
their own blood acquired every territory, you could understand  .  .  . the
reluctance.  .  .  . But at any rate, Israel agreed in principle to a withdrawal
some distance from the Suez Canal, but the Israeli cabinet is usually so



divided, I don’t think anybody has ever had a majority of more than four
seats in parliament.  .  .  . [T]hey never authorized their negotiators [with
general instructions], so they had to have specific ones.”34

It is easily possible to continue in this vein, reviewing other
counterparts, cultures, and decision-making processes. But Stanley
Hoffmann’s observation seems apt: “One could cull a bestiary of negotiating
styles” from Kissinger. We opened this chapter with shared views by
Hoffmann and Winston Lord about Kissinger’s insight into the interpersonal
and cultural. However, this was not merely insight; together with a strategic
overview, it guided Kissinger’s negotiating approach. From an appreciative
Winston Lord, “Kissinger had a sense of each of these negotiating styles
[Chinese, Soviet, Israeli, Egyptian]. He was very good at trying to
understand what the other side needed, as well as what we needed  .  .  . He
was never naive enough to base his negotiating style on personal likes or
dislikes. He did this in terms of national self-interest. However, around the
edges you can build up trust in some cases that help you get through some
difficult points.”35

Stanley Hoffmann’s assessment of Kissinger’s ability to zoom in on his
counterparts mixes admiration for the technique with a critical edge.
Hoffmann suggested that from Kissinger’s memoir White House Years one
could construct an “appendix to The Prince, on the art of diplomatic
bargaining. For Kissinger’s . . . gift is one that puts into practice his insights
into personalities and cultures: it is the gift for the manipulation of power—
exploiting the weaknesses and strengths of character of his counterparts,
either by neutralizing them (if they were adversaries) or turning them into
allies or accomplices by addressing their needs and playing on their fears of
other countries.”36

These observations suggest a far more general, if obvious, proposition.
Beyond the strategic and analytical, your effectiveness as a negotiator can be
dramatically enhanced by determination to develop a psychological
understanding of your counterparts plus appreciation for their historical
experiences and national and political cultures. Similarly, mapping the
“behind-the-table” decision-making processes in which they are enmeshed
(whether autocratic, coalitional among contending factions, a multilevel
hierarchical procedure, or consensual) can usefully inform your approach.

There is an old saying that you are unlikely to find that for which you
are not looking. Disciplining your negotiating approach to zoom in on your



counterpart à la Kissinger will often yield nuggets of valuable insight well
beyond the strategic and analytical.



10

Relationships and Rapport

Given the dominant image of Kissinger as a geopolitical grandmaster
moving pieces on the global chessboard in pursuit of what he saw as
American interests, some may be surprised at the stress he places on
developing personal relationships and rapport in negotiation. Predictably,
Kissinger maintains the primacy of national interest over personal or
relational considerations.1 Yet national interest was not the whole story.

Kissinger observed that “Very often there arises a gray area where the
national interest is not self-evident or [is] disputed .  .  .”2 In such situations,
Kissinger places a premium on the distinctive value of direct personal
interactions with counterparts. Often, direct contact is key [because] “they
have to have explained to them what is really being thought, which you can’t
put through cables.”3 In these interactions, building trust can pay off.4

Kissinger emphasizes the importance of developing and nurturing
relationships before the needs of specific negotiations arise. Indeed, while
our immediate focus will be on relationships with specific people, Kissinger
built such relationships into an astonishingly large and varied network that
extended far beyond official channels to include journalists, press, and
television personalities, as well as cultural figures and academics. As Niall
Ferguson shows, this carefully nurtured network proved to be a formidable
asset.5

Along with former secretary of state George Shultz, who underscored
the importance of “tending the diplomatic garden” for relationships to
flourish, Kissinger observed that “It’s very important to establish
relationships before you need anything, so that there is a measure of respect
in negotiations once they occur or when a crisis develops. When you travel
as Secretary, . . . sometimes the best result is that you don’t try to get a result
but try to get an understanding for the next time you go to them.”6 Repeated



personal contacts among leaders can help align goals and “keep the
machinery of cooperation in working order.”7

Such communication can sometimes be more effective when it takes
place informally and outside the public eye. This can permit more wide-
ranging exploration of possibilities and prevent potential political and
bureaucratic opponents from prematurely mobilizing to block initiatives. A
sometimes overlooked benefit of sustained private contact can be the
positive effect it can have on relationships among the principals. A
relationship of trust can lead counterparts to open up, unlocking useful
information and insights. And a network of such relationships offers even
greater value in complex negotiations.

Building a Relationship with Anatoly Dobrynin in the “Channel”

Relative to the conference rooms in which formal negotiations generally
took place, a private channel proved especially important for Kissinger’s
dealings with his Soviet counterpart, Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin. The
secret “Channel,” as it later came to be known, helped build a positive
relationship between Kissinger and Dobrynin, which in turn facilitated
important negotiations. It is worth examining this set of tactical choices
(where, how, and under what conditions to meet) from each man’s
viewpoint.

Kissinger argued that “What the negotiator has to have, there has to be
a channel in which the two sides can tell each other, at a minimum, what
their thinking is, because you spend a lot of time in high office on the
intentions of other countries. These other countries tell you accurately what
their intentions are, and if you develop enough confidence in that, it
facilitates the process of decision making. Of course it’s possible that they
fool you and it’s possible that they tell you something, but they can do it
only once, and then they’ve destroyed the channel. So what we could do
through the Dobrynin channel was to permit the exploration of ideas.”8

Dobrynin described his relationship with Kissinger and how
communication between the two functioned logistically: “[T]he confidential
[C]hannel between the leaders of both countries functioned continuously in
the greatest secrecy. We used it by treating each other to breakfasts and
lunches in private, but mostly I would visit Kissinger, entering the White
House through the service gate. Our meetings there were usually held either



in his office near the president’s, or, when protracted negotiations on
Vietnam and strategic arms limitation began, in the imposing and quiet
ground floor Map Room from which Franklin Roosevelt used to address the
nation by radio during the war. Later, as our contacts became more frequent
and we met almost daily, the president ordered the installation of a direct and
secure telephone line between the White House and the Soviet embassy for
the exclusive use of Kissinger and me; we would just lift our receivers and
talk, without dialing. . . .

Good personal relations with Kissinger were founded on our mutual
desire to listen to and understand each other, and to seek some agreeable
solution or compromise to our differences, all of which helped overcome or
minimize our difficulties during our official contacts or negotiations. Of
course we had rather heated discussions on some issues, but they never
turned into personal confrontations. One factor, which I always valued, was
Henry’s keen sense of humor, which I always did my best to answer in kind.
After all, humor helps to reach the heart as well as the mind of your
partner.”9

Kissinger gave numerous examples of how the Channel functioned in
negotiations with the Soviets; for example, in the Strategic Arms Limitation
Talks (SALT), he observed that “Whenever a deadlock persisted in these
formal talks, the White House tended to interject itself through the Channel.
Generally[,] Dobrynin and I would work out an agreement in principle on
the stalemated issue; the delegations would then develop elaborate technical
implementation and the textual language.”10

Anatoly Dobrynin concurred on the importance of the Channel to the
results of several U.S.-Soviet negotiations: “I can say with certainty that had
it not been for that channel, many key agreements on complicated and
controversial issues would have never been reached, and dangerous tension
would not have been eased over Berlin, Cuba, or the Middle East. The basic
agreements on the limitation of strategic arms, and finally, the most sensitive
negotiations on the preparation of summit meetings would all go through our
confidential channel.”11

While the explicit focus in this section has been on the value (and
limits) of building relationships in negotiation, the Kissinger-Dobrynin story
adds secrecy into the mix. In this case, the private Channel fostered
communication and a stronger relationship, which in turn helped produce
highly valuable agreements in several highly contentious areas. Whether to



negotiate secretly, for which Kissinger opted in several key negotiations, is a
tactical choice with clear benefits but potentially significant costs—which
we will explore in chapter 13.

Nurturing the Vital Relationship with the President/One’s Superior

Having the confidence and backing of your superior self-evidently enhances
your effectiveness as a negotiator. Your counterparts realize that you speak
with authority and are unlikely to be overridden. Like James Baker with
George H. W. Bush and Condoleezza Rice with George W. Bush, Kissinger
enjoyed an unusually close relationship with President Nixon. In part, this
resulted from their deeply compatible worldview and strategic orientation.

Kissinger explained: “My relationship with Nixon was unusual in the
sense that he had appointed me out of the camp of his principal adversary
within the Republican Party [Nelson Rockefeller], that I did not know him,
when he appointed me was my first meeting with him, but that our thinking
on the overall strategic necessities was so parallel that I could go abroad
with the assurance that he would stand behind me. I can’t think of one
instance—there wasn’t an instance—where he overruled me in a
negotiation.”12

Your relationship with your superiors is not something that can be taken
for granted or assumed as a consequence of your formal position, even as
secretary of state. Kissinger stressed that this relationship must be nurtured
on an ongoing basis: “[T]he relationship of the president and the secretary is
absolutely key. The State Department has a tendency to insist on its
prerogative that it is exclusively entitled to conduct foreign policy. My view
is that when you assert your prerogatives you’ve already lost the
bureaucratic battle. I saw the president every day when we were both in
town because I felt it was absolutely essential that we thought along the
same lines. I was lucky. I had extraordinarily close relationships with the two
presidents [Nixon and Ford whom] I served. In fact, if one looks at the
history of the secretaries of state, it’s rare. If they don’t have a close
relationship, they don’t last.”13

Kissinger may well have been referring obliquely to William P. Rogers,
the often-ignored and sidelined secretary of state in the first Nixon
administration, during which Kissinger served as national security advisor.
Rogers, a former attorney general in the Eisenhower years and a very



successful lawyer, had little experience in foreign affairs. In Kissinger’s
judgment, “Nixon considered Rogers’s unfamiliarity with the subject an
asset because it guaranteed that policy direction would remain in the White
House . . . Few Secretaries of State can have been selected because of their
President’s confidence in their ignorance of foreign policy.”14 Given Nixon’s
legendary distrust of the State Department, Rogers’s appointment greatly
boosted the influence of the national security advisor and his White House
staff. By September 1973, Kissinger had succeeded Rogers as secretary of
state while simultaneously retaining his role as national security advisor.

With respect to negotiation, the role of a subordinate is not merely to
act as an agent of his or her superior because the superior is too busy or
otherwise unavailable. There are clear structural reasons for presidents or
prime ministers not to negotiate personally, except for the resolution of the
small set of issues they alone should address. As Kissinger explains, “[I]t is
almost always a mistake for heads of state to undertake the details of a
negotiation. They are then obliged to master specifics normally handled by
their foreign offices and are deflected onto subjects more appropriate to their
subordinates, while being kept from issues only heads of state can resolve.
Since no one without a well-developed ego reaches the highest office,
compromise is difficult and deadlocks are dangerous.”15 He continues: “[A]s
a general negotiating rule, I think it is very dangerous for heads of state to
meet unless they know the outcome pretty well, because they are people of
strong egos and there’s nobody to appeal to if it fails.”16

Building Rapport with Counterparts

Whether building a relationship with the president or a negotiating
counterpart, Kissinger could be charming. Although his rages were
legendary, his personal style (well informed, sharp-witted, happy to share
information and colorful anecdotes, sometimes flattering to his counterparts,
and increasingly a celebrity) could constitute a formidable negotiation asset.

In his biography of Kissinger, Walter Isaacson describes Kissinger’s
particular charm, interviewing some journalists who dealt with him. One
reporter noted, “[Kissinger] tells you what he thinks you want to hear, then
asks what you think. It’s very flattering.” Isaacson elaborates: “Another
tactic was intimacy. With an air of slight indiscretion and personal trust,
neither totally feigned, Kissinger would share confidences and inside



information. ‘You always have the feeling that he’s told you ten percent
more than he has to,’ said Barbara Walters. In social settings, or in offhand
comments that he implicitly understood would remain off the record, he
would be surprisingly revealing, especially in his descriptions of
personalities.”17

We have already heard from Winston Lord and Anatoly Dobrynin on
the effectiveness of Kissinger’s sense of humor, which could lighten the
atmosphere and sometimes defuse tense moments. Humorous points and
counterpoints were legion in Kissinger’s dealings. During the 1972 Moscow
Summit, the American photocopier broke down. “Knowing the KGB’s
reputation for Orwellian ubiquity,” Kissinger quipped, “I asked Gromyko
during a meeting in the elegant St. Catherine’s Hall [sic] in the Kremlin
whether he could have some copies made for us if we held certain
documents up to the chandelier. Gromyko replied without missing a beat that
unfortunately the cameras were installed by the tsars; they were adequate for
photographing people but not documents.”18 British prime minister Ted
Heath sharply clashed with Kissinger on important issues, including a
refusal to let the United States use British bases in Cyprus to resupply Israel
or to gather intelligence during the 1973 war. Yet Heath wryly remarked on
Kissinger’s “disarming way of handling people and a delightful, if somewhat
unoriginal, sense of humor.”19

Empathetically Identifying with Negotiating Counterparts
We have seen many examples of how consistently and closely

Kissinger sought to understand the psychology and political context of his
counterparts. This was not idle observation. After participating with
Kissinger in countless negotiating sessions, Winston Lord commented,
“When people talked to Kissinger, they had the feeling that he empathized
with their point of view, even if they were ideologically at different poles.
Whether they were conservatives or liberals, each one felt that Kissinger at
least understood their point of view and may have been sympathetic with
it.”20

Frank Shakespeare, head of the U.S. Information Agency during the
Nixon years, had a blunter assessment: “Kissinger can meet with six
different people, smart as hell, learned, knowledgeable, experienced, of very
different views, and persuade all six of them that the real Henry Kissinger is
just where they are.”21 More pejoratively, Kissinger was said to be a



“chameleon,” casting “his words, acts, jokes, and style to appeal to his
interlocutors of the moment. As he described the landscape they faced, he
would stress to one side the hills and to the other the valleys.”22

Of course, it is commonplace in negotiation and often useful to
emphasize different aspects of a situation to different counterparts with
different interests and perceptions. Coming across as empathetic and truly
understanding the other’s perspective can enhance communication,
relationships, and progress in negotiation. Empathy can be a slippery term;
when we use it, we don’t mean sympathy or an emotional connection with
the other. Instead, we mean the nonjudgmental demonstration that the
empathizer truly understands, but does not necessarily agree with, the
counterpart’s perspective. If not overdone—and if combined with the ability
to be assertive, as we have seen Kissinger to be in cases ranging from
Southern Africa to the Soviet Union—this can be a valuable negotiating
skill. It can lead counterparts to feel heard and can generate a sense of
connection that can advance the process.

Genuine Empathy or Duplicity?
Yet this protean approach carries risks. It could lead Kissinger’s

counterparts to suspect that he was two-faced, especially if they compared
notes and discovered seeming inconsistencies. Shimon Peres, who twice
served as Israel’s prime minister, is alleged to have remarked privately to
Yitzhak Rabin, “With due respect to Kissinger, he is the most devious man
I’ve ever met.”23 And Egypt’s foreign minister Ismail Fahmy, no fan of
Kissinger, was quoted as saying, “[Kissinger] always tried to hide his bias by
cursing the Israelis and constantly making funny and unflattering remarks
about the Israeli leaders to convince us that he was on our side.24  .  .  .
Unfortunately, his rather obvious ruses were fairly effective with Sadat.”25

(Of course, the Egyptian-Israeli accords Kissinger negotiated, regardless of
how he came across, paved the way for a peaceful relationship, including
Egypt’s formal recognition of Israel in 1979, that has endured for decades.)

It is easy to lose credibility by lying or making conflicting statements to
different people. According to Winston Lord, Kissinger sought to mitigate
these risks. Lord noted that “Kissinger was very good at talking to different
audiences, using different nuances  .  .  . [But] you couldn’t catch him in
actually contradicting himself by comparing transcripts of interviews and
speeches.”26 According to Walter Isaacson, Shimon Peres said that “If you



didn’t listen word by word, you could be carried away by what he said. . . .
But if you listened word by word, he wasn’t lying.”27 Isaacson affirmed that
Kissinger was “careful to avoid outright duplicity and double-dealing,” and
quoted the former secretary of state as saying, “I may have kept things
secret . . . but that’s not the same as being deceitful.”28

Many of his counterparts reflect positive views of Kissinger’s personal
approach to negotiation. Although British prime minister James Callaghan
disagreed with Kissinger on a number of issues, Callaghan stated that “The
flexibility and quickness of his mind gained him a reputation in some
quarters for deviousness, and I therefore place on record that he never misled
me in any of our joint enterprises.”29

Anatoly Dobrynin reflected that “[Kissinger] was businesslike and did
not resort to ambiguities or avoid specific problems. When we later entered
into serious negotiations, I learned that he could give you a big headache,
but he was clever and highly professional.”30 Golda Meir ultimately lauded
Kissinger, “whose efforts on behalf of peace in the area can only be termed
superhuman. My own relationship with Henry Kissinger had its ups and
downs. At times it became very complicated, and at times I know I annoyed
and perhaps even angered him—and vice versa. But I admired his
intellectual gifts, his patience and his perseverance were always limitless,
and in the end we became good friends.”31 Even some who negotiated with
Kissinger and ended up agreeing to terms they hated had positive words
about his style and ability to connect. For example, Ian Smith bitterly
underscored the isolation Rhodesia would face if he rejected the British-
American plan. Smith lamented that “Kissinger was sympathetic  .  .  . The
case had been explained with superb clarity; the man had an obvious
capacity for grasping a situation, analyzing it, and putting forward the pros
and cons. Moreover, all of us had the refreshing feeling that it had been done
with honesty and sincerity . . . Kissinger was absolutely straightforward and
genuine.”32

In tandem with developing an understanding for those with whom he
negotiated, Kissinger generally sought to connect and build relationships
with counterparts. Charm, flattery, and humor played roles, but a major
factor was his effort to identify with the other side, demonstrating that he
understood its interests and empathizing with its viewpoint. This form of
empathy can be an invaluable asset, but with potentially mixed results
depending on how it is pursued, and perceived. In this domain, perception



trumps reality. If a counterpart suspects manipulation or deception, even if
the strict truth does not support that view, the result may be wariness and
suspicion rather than trust and a positive relationship. As Kissinger himself
underscored, “The same negotiators meet over and over again; their ability
to deal with one another is undermined if a diplomat acquires a reputation
for evasion or duplicity.”33

Yet while this chapter has focused on Kissinger’s relationships and
rapport with individual negotiating counterparts, such actions are part of a
much larger story, brought to light by his biographer Niall Ferguson. About
halfway through his work on Kissinger, Ferguson realized that it was not
merely Kissinger’s rapport with specific negotiating counterparts, but rather
his “exceptional ability to build an eclectic network of relationships, not only
to colleagues in the Nixon and Ford administrations, but also to people
outside government: journalists, newspaper proprietors, foreign
ambassadors, and heads of state—even Hollywood producers.34 Developed at
length in Ferguson’s book, The Square and the Tower, Kissinger’s capacity
to forge emotional and intellectual connections in a vast network of his own
construction was key to his formidable success as a negotiator.35
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Proposals, Concessions, and “Constructive
Ambiguity”

To settle on the right tactics, Kissinger stresses the importance of
understanding the dynamics of the process. Almost poetically, he describes
the uncertainties and intangibles that initially confront a negotiator and how
the underlying situation will slowly be revealed: “The opening of a
complicated negotiation is like the beginning of an arranged marriage. The
partners know that the formalities will soon be stripped away as they
discover each other’s real attributes. Neither party can yet foretell at what
point necessity will transform itself into acceptance; when the abstract desire
for progress will leave at least residues of understanding; which
disagreement will, by the act of being overcome, illuminate the as-yet-
undiscovered sense of community and which will lead to an impasse
destined to rend the relationship forever. The future being mercifully veiled,
the parties attempt what they might not dare did they know what was
ahead.”1

Kissinger urges learning as much as possible about the situation before
advocating one’s own views, interests, or positions. In part, as we have
highlighted, one learns through meticulous preparation. Yet even the best
preparation yields incomplete understanding. As Kissinger explained,
“Almost invariably I spent the first session of a new negotiation in educating
myself. I almost never put forward a proposal. Rather, I sought to understand
the intangibles in the position of my interlocutor and to gauge the scope as
well as the limits of probable concessions.”2

Making Proposals and Concessions: How and When?



Many people think of negotiation as nothing more than haggling, not unlike
at a bazaar: one side makes an initial extreme offer, and counteroffers follow.
Concessions are slowly made in the hope that the parties may ultimately
converge on a deal. Early in his career and later, reflecting on experience,
Kissinger both characterized and critiqued the standard bargaining approach:
“If agreement is usually found between two starting points, there is no point
in making moderate offers. Good bargaining technique would suggest a
point of departure far more extreme than what one is willing to accept. The
more outrageous the initial proposition the better is the prospect that what
one ‘really’ wants will be considered a compromise.”3

He elaborated, cautioning about the risk of extreme demands: “One
tactic—and indeed the traditional approach—is to outline one’s maximum
position and gradually retreat to a more attainable stance. Such a tactic is
much beloved by negotiators eager to protect their domestic standing. Yet
while it appears ‘tough’ to start with an extreme set of demands, the process
amounts to a progressive weakening ushered in by the abandonment of the
opening move. The other party is tempted to dig in at each stage to see what
the next modification will bring and to turn the negotiating process into a
test of endurance.”4

Instead of tactical exaggeration, Kissinger counsels clearly conveying
to the other side one’s own objectives and underlying interests. He argues
that failure to do so is an enemy of effective negotiation. Recall, for
example, his early focus with South African prime minister John Vorster: “I
began—as was my habit in almost all negotiations—with a philosophical
discussion of what we were trying to achieve.”5

Kissinger broadened this point to negotiations in general: “I made a
considerable effort to leave no doubt about our fundamental approach. Only
romantics think they can prevail in negotiation by trickery; only pedants
believe in the advantage of obfuscation. In a society of sovereign states, an
agreement will be maintained only if all parties consider it in their interest.
They must have a sense of participation in the result. The art of diplomacy is
not to outsmart the other side but to convince it either of common interests
or of penalties if an impasse continues.”6 He continued: “[T]he wise
diplomat understands that he cannot afford to trick his opponent; in the long
run a reputation for reliability and fairness is an important asset. The same
negotiators meet over and over again; their ability to deal with one another is
undermined if a diplomat acquires a reputation for evasion or duplicity.”7



* * *

Given a choice between the traditional bargaining approach and something
very different, Kissinger expressed his clear bent: “[T]he preferable course is
to make opening proposals close to what one judges to be the most
sustainable outcome, a definition of ‘sustainable’ in the abstract being one
that both sides have an interest in maintaining.”8

Remaining close to what one judges to be the most sustainable
outcome, rather than “starting high and conceding slowly,” carries another
potential benefit. It avoids one of the risks of developing a reputation for
tactical “flexibility.” Kissinger observed that “American diplomacy  .  .  . is
urged to be ‘flexible’; it feels an obligation to break deadlocks with new
proposals—unintentionally inviting new deadlocks to elicit new proposals.
These tactics can be used by determined adversaries in the service of a
strategy of procrastination.”9 (Of course, by no means are all American
diplomats susceptible to this risk.)

When Kissinger deviated from his own “anti-haggling” advice,
however, Zhou Enlai unexpectedly jolted him back to what turned out to be
a far more productive approach. Zhou urged negotiating on the merits rather
than engaging in simple horse trading. In Kissinger’s words, “While drafting
the Shanghai Communiqué with Zhou Enlai, I at one point offered to trade
an offensive phrase in the Chinese draft for something in the American
version to which Zhou might object. ‘We will never get anywhere this way,’
he replied. ‘If you can convince me why our phrase is offensive, I will give
it to you.’”10

Of course, the extent to which this kind of joint problem-solving
approach will be reciprocated depends on the other side. When one of us
queried whether this method would have worked with his Soviet
counterparts, Kissinger averred that, often, it would not have. More than he
might have wished—for example, mediating between the Israelis and
Syrians on a street-by-street basis in the Golan town of Quneitra after the
1973 war—he found himself in the role of the haggling rug merchant.

Kissinger generalized his advice on when to negotiate, how to
formulate opening positions, and when to make concessions: “[T]he
optimum moment for negotiations is when things appear to be going well.
To yield to pressures is to invite them; to acquire the reputation for short



staying power is to give the other side a powerful incentive for protracting
negotiations. When a concession is made voluntarily it provides the greatest
incentive for reciprocity. It also provides the best guarantee for staying
power. In the negotiations that I conducted I always tried to determine the
most reasonable outcome and then get there rapidly in one or two moves.
This was derided as a strategy of ‘preemptive concession’ by those who like
to make their moves in driblets and at the last moment. But I consider that
strategy useful primarily for placating bureaucracies and salving consciences
for it impresses novices as a demonstration of toughness.11

“Usually it proves to be self-defeating; shaving the salami encourages
the other side to hold on to see what the next concession is likely to be,
never sure that one has really reached the rock-bottom position. Thus, in the
many negotiations I undertook—with the Vietnamese and others—I favored
big steps taken when they were least expected, when there was a minimum
of pressure, and creating the presumption that we would stick to that
position. I almost always opposed modifications of our negotiating position
under duress.”12

Wordsmithing and “Constructive Ambiguity”

Evidently, the realist in Henry Kissinger regards actions and results, not
words, as of supreme importance: “Statesmen prize steadiness and reliability
in a partner, not a restless quest for ever-new magic formulas.”13 With respect
to heads of state negotiating during summits, he cautions about the risk of
merely papering over differences: “Deadlocks become difficult to break.
Agreement may be achievable only by formulas so vague as to invite later
disavowal or disagreement.”14

Creative wordsmithing, however, can facilitate mutually beneficial
results where clumsier formulations would result in impasse. Perhaps the
most famous example of this comes from a U.S.-Chinese declaration that
permitted more important joint interests to be pursued. During the
negotiations over the opening to China, the thorniest issue involved the
status of Taiwan, which claimed to be the legitimate government of the
whole of China. At the same time, the People’s Republic of China [the
mainland] claimed that Taiwan was merely a rebellious province of the
larger entity. Kissinger sharpened the negotiating challenge: “We needed a
formula acknowledging the unity of China, which was the one point on



which Taipei [the capital of Taiwan] and Peking agreed, without supporting
the claim of either.”15

To get past this issue, which had been a major contributor to total
impasse in more than 130 prior U.S.-Chinese meetings in Warsaw, Kissinger
modified an elegantly ambiguous formula with which both sides could live.
This wordsmithing enabled U.S.-Chinese cooperation on a wide range of
issues. The crucial sentences: “The United States acknowledges that all
Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Straits maintain there is but one China.
The United States Government does not challenge that position.”16

Kissinger described the negotiation that followed his proposal on
wording: “The Chinese asked for a recess at 11:35 p.m. At 4:45 a.m. we
were given a new Chinese draft and by 5:30 a.m. Zhou returned. He and I
refined the text for several more hours until at 8:10 a.m., concluding a nearly
nonstop session of twenty-four hours, we had agreed on the main outline of
what came to be known as the Shanghai Communiqué. It was an unusual
document. Its explicit, sometimes brutal disagreements gave emphasis to the
common positions—the concern with hegemony (a euphemism for Soviet
expansionism), the commitment to normalize relations.”17 Kissinger later
remarked, “I do not think anything I did or said impressed Zhou as much as
this ambiguous formula with which both sides were able to live for nearly a
decade.”18

Consider a second example, involving the immediate aftermath of the
1973 Arab-Israeli War. Potential progress was stymied by contention over
the wording of the letter of invitation to the formal negotiations; each party
was trying to use the wording of the invitation to favorably influence the
outcome of the planned negotiations. The process was stuck, in part over
Palestinian participation in the talks on which the Arabs and Israelis had
completely incompatible positions. If the parties did not come, there could
be no headway on the issues.

Frustrated, Kissinger observed that “The debate over the letter of
invitation could produce only deadlock, not progress. However the letter was
phrased, it could not substitute for the actual negotiations.  .  .  . As for the
letter of invitation, I argued, it was essential to break out of the irrelevancies
by which each party was trying to use the drafting exercise to foreordain the
outcome before the conference was even assembled. If we were serious
about disengagement first on the Egyptian and then on the Syrian front, the
prime task was to . . . get on with the serious negotiation.”19



Getting past the deadlocked and time-consuming debates on the
wording of the invitation letter was clearly a worthy goal. But how, as a
practical matter, to negotiate this desirable move forward? Kissinger
explained: “I told Sadat, it might be best if we agreed on a  .  .  . neutral
formulation about other participants that made no explicit reference to the
Palestinians at all—such as that [sic] ‘the question of additional participants’
would be discussed during the first stage of the conference. The Arabs could
say that they would urge Palestinian participation at that point; Israel could
say it would refuse—but all this would happen after the conference had
opened.”20 (It worked, at least in the sense that the Geneva conference took
place without Palestinian participation.)

A third example: during the Israeli-Egyptian disengagement talks, a
particularly challenging question concerned control of the Cairo–Suez Road.
This road led to Egypt’s Third Army, which was at that point completely
surrounded by Israeli forces. The Israeli cabinet had forced Prime Minister
Golda Meir to refuse UN control of this road, which Sadat needed to send
nonmilitary supplies to his encircled soldiers. However, Kissinger judged
that “to ask Sadat to send nonmilitary supplies through Israeli checkpoints
was a humiliation.”21

In the face of Israeli refusal to turn over control of the road to the
United Nations and of Egyptian refusal to submit to Israeli checkpoints on
the road, how might creative wordsmithing lead to the desired substantive
outcome? Kissinger explained: “The solution was to avoid the issue
altogether by making the sort of compromise the acceptance of which marks
a triumph of faith over substance. The checkpoints were placed under the
United Nations; at the same time Israeli officers were permitted to
participate ‘to supervise the non-military nature of the cargo.’ The Israelis
could claim that the UN posts were there on sufferance on ‘their’ road;
Egypt could insist that the UN presence effectively removed the road from
Israeli control. The Israelis could point to the fact that their officers
participated in the inspection; the Egyptians could argue that this was as part
[sic] of a UN procedure. The fundamental fact was that there would now
exist a mechanism for uninterrupted nonmilitary supply to the Third Army.”22

Just words? Hardly. Innumerable examples of such creatively
ambiguous diplomatic formulations dot Kissinger’s negotiations. The
common denominator is often a face-saving formulation that enables both
sides to declare victory and move past previous blockages. Progress may



result from direct engagement on previously blocked issues. Elliot Abrams, a
veteran American negotiator, highlighted one of several uses of this concept:
“‘[C]onstructive ambiguity’ is logically ugly but has been strategically
effective. If all parties avoid talking about the one big conceptual issue on
which they disagree, they can engage in countless practical ways.”23 Or
creative ambiguity may buy enough time to improve relationships
sufficiently to address the substance of deferred issues that earlier had been
too contentious to negotiate.

Challenged by journalists on the correct interpretation of an ambiguous
description he had used, Kissinger became testy: “For Christ’s sake, leave
everyone their face-saving formula! If it pleases the Israelis to consider it
‘direct’ if they are in the same room with Egyptians, and Sadat prefers to call
this ‘indirect’ if somebody else is there, what the hell difference does it
make?”24 However, some constructively ambiguous “solutions” may blow up
if they merely paper over fundamental disagreements that will soon surface.

Some observers view the tactic of constructive ambiguity with deep
suspicion. For example, as Brookings Institution fellow Khaled Elgindy
argued, “Whatever its virtues in other settings, in the context of Israeli-
Palestinian negotiations, ‘constructive ambiguity’ has succeeded only in
producing confusion and eroding trust between the parties. Throughout the
Oslo process of [the] 1990s, disagreements over how to interpret various
provisions led to endless delays as well as the renegotiation and outright lack
of implementation of signed agreements.”25 While this indictment of
constructive ambiguity is far too broad, it contains a core caution about
fudging clashes that will not become amenable to resolution with the
passage of time or the growth of relationships.

To those less familiar with the ways of effective negotiators and
diplomats, it may seem absurd that “mere words” might block progress
between parties with potentially shared interests in reaching a deal,
sometimes one of a life-and-death character. Yet, as the examples just given
illustrate, hallmarks of Kissinger’s tactics at the table have been faith that
apparently incompatible positions can be often bridged and the skill to do so
with the use of creative wordsmithing and, potentially, constructively
ambiguous solutions. So long as these formulations do not merely obscure,
or worsen, an inevitable explosion, but instead create conditions that reduce
the odds of a blowup and permit talks to proceed, constructive ambiguity can
be a useful tactic.



Tacit Bargaining: Agreement Without “Agreement”

In some cases, however, any words of agreement may be too costly to utter
or formalize in an accord. However constructively ambiguous the proposed
deal, it may be unacceptable if formally demanded. Former secretary of state
George Shultz wisely noted bargaining situations in which a counterpart’s
view was “I can live with that as long as I don’t have to agree to it, but if you
make me agree to it, I won’t be able to live with it.”26 Kissinger, too,
understood the value of so-called tacit bargaining in obtaining de facto
agreement on desirable results.27

By informally dealing with Jewish emigration from the Soviet Union
via quiet, nonpublic back channels with Moscow, the Nixon administration
was able to help increase the number of Jewish emigrants. In 1968, the
Soviet Union permitted only four hundred Jews to leave the country to settle
elsewhere, primarily in Israel and the United States. With détente and the
slow improvement in U.S.-Soviet relations, Kissinger noted that the Nixon
administration began raising the issue “in the presidential back-channel with
the argument that Soviet actions would not pass unnoticed at the highest
levels of the American government. The Kremlin began to respond to
American ‘suggestions,’ especially after Soviet-American relations started
improving. Each year, the number of Jewish emigrants rose, and by 1973 the
annual figure reached 35,000. In addition, the White House regularly
submitted to Soviet leaders a list of hardship cases—individuals who had
been denied exit visas or whose families were separated, and some of whom
were in prison. Most of these Soviet citizens were also permitted to
emigrate. . . . No formal requests were made and no formal responses were
given [emphasis added].”28

A similar tacit bargaining dynamic occurred in 1973 with respect to
Egyptian president Anwar Sadat around the issue of reopening and clearing
the Suez Canal. Kissinger judged that Sadat “could not accept a formal
obligation to clear and reopen the Suez Canal. But he could tell me that if he
could do so as his own decision—if Israel would only stop demanding it—he
would begin clearance operations as soon as both armies had reached the
lines foreseen in the disengagement agreement.”29 Thus, while Sadat
bargained explicitly with Kissinger, he was induced to bargain tacitly with
Israel.



Normally such tacit agreements can be potentially useful when a
powerful internal or external stakeholder group or audience would oppose a
formal deal, and would impose costs on a negotiator who agreed to one. A
tacit agreement may yield the desired substance, if not the form, without
many of the potential costs. Both constructive ambiguity and tacit
agreements, when appropriate, enjoyed pride of place in Kissinger’s tactical
tool kit.
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Persistence, Momentum, and Shuttle
Diplomacy

Experienced negotiators know that few deals result simply from the brilliant
insight or dramatic stroke. An intelligent strategy plus the willingness and
ability on the part of the negotiator to grind away, pushing the process
toward a conclusion, are often essential ingredients for a deal. Kissinger
exemplified the kind of sustained negotiating drive needed to transform a
strategic conception into a workable agreement. Along with many others,
British prime minister Ted Heath noted Kissinger’s “limitless capacity for
hard work and an imperviousness to the strains of travel and long hours of
negotiation.”1

Persistence

Reaching agreements often took time and persistence: the SALT talks lasted
over two years while the secret Paris peace talks went on for almost three—
the public talks began earlier and took longer. Yet the intensity of
negotiations during shorter periods could be extreme. For example, Israeli
prime minister Yitzhak Rabin recalled the 1975 negotiations toward a second
disengagement agreement with the Egyptians: “During those ten days, we
held daylong—and occasionally nightlong—discussions.  .  .  . Five hours
might be spent discussing a stretch of sand one hundred meters long. It was a
supreme test of our patience, persistence, and even our physical
endurance.  .  .  . [P]atiently, Kissinger inched his way forward between
Sadat’s difficulties and mine, between proclamations from each side that
‘this is our final concession!’ . . . The conclusive discussion on the bilateral
issues was held on the night of August 31 and lasted until 6:00 a.m. As the



hours wore on, participants on both sides dropped out of the discussions, so
that by the end it had become a dialogue between Kissinger and me against a
chorus of snores all around.”2

In seeking to get an Israeli-Syrian deal, Harold Saunders described the
negotiations with Kissinger as lasting thirty-five days with “26 round trips
between Ben Gurion airport [Israel] and Damascus International. That meant
26 meetings with Hafez al-Assad. Most of those meetings averaged six
hours. The pattern was to have a meeting in Jerusalem in the morning, rush
to Ben Gurion airport, fly to Damascus arriving just before lunch.”3

Negotiating Dynamics and “Momentum”

The willingness and ability to grind away can be essential, but to what
precise purposes and to power what tactics? Kissinger commented on the
dynamics of the negotiation process that could influence tactical choice: “In
the course of every negotiation, a point is reached when the parties either
conclude that they will eventually come together or that they are hopelessly
deadlocked. In the former case, the negotiation gathers steam; individual
issues are reconsidered in the light of imminent consensus. In the latter
instance, though the process may drag on for some time, the negotiation is
doomed because, from then on, the parties concentrate on shifting the blame
for failure to each other.”4

These positive or negative dynamics do not operate autonomously; the
concerted action of astute negotiators can drive the momentum forward.
Kissinger argued that “Speed . . . is often of the essence. Every negotiation
reaches a critical point where it will move rapidly to a conclusion or lapse
into stagnation. This is when the highest levels of government must engage
themselves to overcome bureaucratic inertia.”5 When Kissinger used the
term momentum, he meant a shared sense among the negotiators of
accelerating movement toward, or away from, an agreement. And this
perception can have the quality of a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Shuttle Diplomacy

One of Kissinger’s best-known tactical devices for moving the parties closer
together was the “shuttle,” whereby he and his team would fly back and



forth between the principals, carrying proposals, responses, and messages—
which the shuttle team would often shape to enhance forward movement.
The term shuttle was apparently invented by Kissinger’s colleague Joseph
Sisco, later undersecretary of state. After a foray to Jerusalem, Cairo, and
back, Sisco shouted, “Welcome aboard the Egyptian–Israeli shuttle!”6 (Given
Kissinger’s success with this novel tactic, various observers have called for
“shuttles” as the proper approach in virtually all subsequent negotiations
over Middle East peace.7) Geography permitted this kind of shuttle because
the proximity of Cairo, Jerusalem, and Damascus made daily trips easily
possible.

As practiced by Kissinger, the shuttle was a highly kinetic version of
familiar diplomatic “proximity talks,” in which the principals do not
negotiate face-to-face, at least for the most part. Rather, a third party
alternates between them, trying to coax an agreement from the process. (The
Dayton talks to end the war in Bosnia operated by this method, with Richard
Holbrooke as the third party.)

Many factors can lead to the decision to keep the parties separate. For
example, representatives of countries at war with each other or those that do
not even recognize one another diplomatically may be completely unwilling
even to meet. In such cases, indirect negotiations via a third party may be the
only possible option. Or the key players might be willing to meet, but the
chemistry between them could be toxic. For example, as President Carter
mediated Camp David talks between Anwar Sadat and Menachem Begin,
who had invariably ended up “locked in argument and continually
antagonizing each other.” Given this experience, Carter made sure these two
men did not meet—though their cabins were scarcely a hundred yards from
each other.

Separate meetings with each principal can help the mediator understand
the real interests, convey the other side’s priorities and hot buttons, and help
shape proposals that have a better chance of acceptance. Since
communication takes place through the mediator, shuttles offer the chance to
influence, filter, and even buffer the communications between the principals
to bring them closer together. If one party argued for making a harsh, one-
sided demand, for example, the mediator might be able to moderate it or, at a
minimum, warn the other side that a mere “bargaining position” or “opening
gambit” was coming.8 These process characteristics can greatly enhance the



importance, scope, and role of the mediator, a consideration of which
Kissinger was keenly aware.

While there are advantages to the mediator’s keeping the parties apart,
there can be disadvantages, too. It creates situations where only the mediator
knows what is really going on. The parties lose the opportunity to assess
each other’s interests and concerns directly, to suggest options, and to figure
out how to do business together. Although flare-ups may be avoided,
miscommunication and lost opportunities may result.9

Shuttling, though, could be useful for other reasons. Foremost is
building momentum and creating a sense of urgency. As Isaacson argues, the
“whirlwind of publicity and the jet-powered pace of Kissinger’s missions
swept up the negotiators on each side and created a momentum that made
last-minute breakthroughs more likely.”10 Kissinger elaborates that in a
“shuttle, the presence of a high-level American mediator supplies the
deadline and hence a sense of urgency. The parties have an incentive to
consider what cost a stalemate might exact in terms of their relationship with
the United States.”11

Bruce van Voorst, a Newsweek correspondent who traveled on many
Kissinger shuttles, stated, “My most powerful memories of those days
involve the tremendous attention generated by Kissinger, both at home and
abroad. The negotiators on both sides couldn’t ignore his public drive for
success.”12 Yitzhak Rabin judged that “Only by using shuttle diplomacy
could [Kissinger] get both sides to create the atmosphere that in itself made
agreement possible.”13 By this time, Kissinger’s global celebrity added a key
element to the process.

Beyond momentum and a sense of urgency, the shuttles could induce
movement on each side that stimulated reciprocal movement by the other.
Kissinger argued that “When the shuttles were effective, they were sustained
because each party  .  .  . was prepared to make slight adjustments in its
position at each visit of the mediating team. This eased the atmosphere and
encouraged the other party to make adjustments of its own. In this manner,
the two sides narrowed the gulf between them.”14 When one side dug in its
heels for a protracted time, however, Kissinger was clear that the shuttle
would not be effective.15 Moreover, if either or both sides suspected bias or a
private agenda on the part of the mediator, the process could break down.

In short, Kissinger had a clear view of the characteristic dynamics of
negotiation, especially the presence or absence of momentum. To shape



these favorably, he often employed shuttle diplomacy. This device was quite
successful in negotiations following the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, and
Kissinger used variants elsewhere. However innovative or clever shuttle
diplomacy might have been, though, it is worth underscoring that its success
also depended on the almost Herculean stamina of Kissinger and his team.
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Secrecy, Centralization, and a Dominant
Personal Role

Guided by his own inclinations and Nixon’s guarded nature, and/or cool
tactical choice, Kissinger frequently cloaked his most important negotiations
in secrecy, operated through “back channels,” and played a dominant
personal role, supported by a very small staff. He dealt with Anatoly
Dobrynin on SALT through the private White House Channel, with Zhou
Enlai as part of a clandestine mission, with Yitzhak Rabin and Golda Meir
separately from Foreign Minister Abba Eban, with Anwar Sadat covertly,
and with Le Duc Tho confidentially in a secluded Paris villa. It was not
merely the content of the discussions that was hidden, though. The fact that
they were taking place at all also was often a closely guarded secret.

Either at Nixon’s direction or with his encouragement, Kissinger’s talks
frequently bypassed colleagues who might have opposed an initiative,
including Defense Secretary Melvin Laird, Secretary of State William
Rogers, and the State and Defense bureaucracies. He circumvented Gerard
Smith and his SALT experts in nuclear talks. Also, American allies, whether
South Vietnam’s president Thieu or the Japanese prime minister, could be
brought into the process late, if at all.

Tactical Choices

Three tactical choices intermingle in these and similar cases; these choices
are almost inseparable as we analyze their more general pros and cons:
 



1. Control of the negotiations tended to be centralized in the White House
under Kissinger’s tight direction (at least until he also took the role of
secretary of state).

2. Both the fact of the negotiations and their content became a tightly held
secret among the involved parties.

3. Kissinger personally assumed a dominant role in the process, with a
relatively small team to support him.

Unsurprisingly, opting for centralized control, back channels, and a
“Lone Ranger” approach offers a complex mix of costs and benefits. (For
brevity, we will sometimes use “secrecy” as shorthand for the combination
of these three tactical choices.)

Advantages of Secrecy in Negotiations

Secret talks have a long diplomatic pedigree. Cardinal Mazarin, who
succeeded Richelieu and whose diplomacy led to the landmark Peace of
Westphalia, cautioned diplomats in 1684: “Even if they are perfectly
justified, reveal nothing of your political projects.”1 A few decades later,
Louis XIV used François de Callières on important diplomatic missions.
Arguing that secrecy was indispensable to success, de Callières warned that
it “is easy to derail great initiatives if they are discovered too early.”2

Preempting Likely Internal and External Opposition
These centuries-old admonitions resonate with many who cogently

defend back channels in important cases. Earlier in this chapter, we saw a
number of tangible benefits for U.S.-Soviet relations resulting from
Kissinger’s increasingly productive relationship with Dobrynin in the
Channel. Winston Lord, later U.S. ambassador to China and someone who
often accompanied Kissinger, argued for secrecy in connection with the
initial China trip. Lord gave several reasons:

“The Chinese indicated that they wanted some degree of confidentiality
as well  .  .  . If it had been known in advance that Kissinger was going to
China, first, you would have had the Washington bureaucracy weighing in
with specific, and, in Kissinger’s and Nixon’s view, second level concerns,
that we had to get this aspect of trade, cultural exchanges, or whatever. Or



that we had to be careful about Russian sensitivities. This would have
hamstrung the early discussions.

“Secondly, we would have had our allies weighing in, in advance,
trying to bind us, whether this involved our South Vietnamese allies, the
Japanese, or the Europeans making demands and limiting us in our
discussions with the Chinese.

“Thirdly, there would have been a firestorm among the conservatives
and many of the Republicans domestically in the U.S. about the President’s
even considering making this dramatic move toward China, causing an
uproar. . . . All of this would also have put off the Chinese.

“Fourthly, all of this would have been exacerbated by the
understandable anguish of our friends on Taiwan.”3

Kissinger underscored the importance for his purposes of preempting
both internal and external opposition, arguing that “a public mission would
have set off a complicated internal clearance project within the U.S.
government and insistent demands for consultations from around the world,
including Taiwan (still recognized as the government of China). This would
have mortgaged our prospects with Beijing, whose attitudes we were being
sent to discover.”4 Beyond the China case, secrecy surrounding the
negotiations themselves (not the contents of bargaining known to be
ongoing) could prevent adverse publicity and opposition from domestic and
international sources. Avoiding such publicity and opposition could facilitate
tentative exploration and movement in a delicate process.

Sidestepping Bureaucratic Involvement
The tactical decision to keep talks secret was not Kissinger’s sole

prerogative. Richard Nixon entered office with a deep suspicion of the
federal bureaucracy in general and the State Department in particular.
Kissinger also reports that the president intensely disliked direct
confrontation with cabinet officers with whom he disagreed. An example
from fairly early in Nixon’s first term may have accelerated the tendency to
centralize the process in the White House and opt for secrecy. Working
through standard Executive Branch policy channels, Kissinger and Nixon
had arrived at a clear decision to link nuclear arms control talks with the
Soviets to Middle East and Vietnam negotiations. Many in the State
Department strongly preferred that these issues be dealt with separately, and
took steps that, as a practical matter, would frustrate any meaningful linkage.



Nixon and Kissinger’s firm preference to link these issues was delayed and
temporarily thwarted as a result of direct internal opposition, foot dragging,
and a carefully orchestrated campaign of leaks to the press and Congress.5

However, Kissinger maintained that “the bureaucracy’s victory was
Pyrrhic. After yielding [i.e., temporarily abandoning linkage on this
issue] . . . Nixon, buttressed by me, moved the conduct of negotiations more
and more into the White House. While [Nixon’s] preference for secrecy
would have inclined him in this direction anyway, the bureaucracy’s
indiscipline accelerated it  .  .  . There sprang into existence what came to be
known in US-Soviet parlance as ‘the Channel.’”6

Centralization of negotiations in the White House and secrecy suited
both men, as Kissinger made clear: “Nixon also welcomed the secrecy
because, among other reasons, it postponed an argument with his Secretary
of State. I favored secrecy because it freed me from the necessity of living
up to criteria set beforehand by the media and critics. When we gave
briefings after the event, we would be able to do so in the context of
whatever had been achieved, not what other people expected or desired or
invented.”7

Permitting Unhindered Exploration and Flexibility
Beyond circumventing potential opponents and keeping them in the

dark, Kissinger stressed that secrecy and tight control of the policy apparatus
offered negotiating flexibility and avoided cumbersome and formulaic
processes. As an example, he cited the 134 fruitless U.S.-Chinese meetings
in Warsaw in which the “main point . . . had been our relationship to Taiwan,
a classic Catch-22 topic: no solution was conceivable so long as US-Chinese
hostility persisted, and the hostility would not end so long as the Taiwan
issue was unsettled. Other questions  .  .  . were the hoary standbys  .  .  .
American claims to compensation for nationalized property and defaulted
debts; Chinese efforts to recover assets in the United States, frozen after
1949 under the Trading with the Enemy Act; [etc.]  .  .  . All the familiar
themes were due for tedious rehearsal again at the 135th meeting.”8

Relying on normal bureaucratic and diplomatic channels to address
these essentially frozen issues frustrated genuine exploration of interests and
joint possibilities. Each meeting called for “a statement that had been
painfully cleared through the bureaucracy and among friendly countries. Our
Ambassador would then read his statement; he received a reply no doubt



produced by analogous procedures. The ambassadors’ permitted discretion
did not go beyond a few clarifying questions. At the next session they read
out a response ponderously prepared anew in the respective capitals. It all
took time and got nowhere.”9 Of course, there was nothing necessary about
this formulaic rehash; the president could have ordered that a different
approach be taken on a higher-level agenda, providing the Chinese
counterparts could reciprocate. (This, in effect, was ultimately done, leading
to Kissinger’s China trip.)

While this represents a fairly extreme example, Kissinger found the
interagency policy process ponderous and constraining, especially for
genuinely new initiatives. He sought a much more flexible process: “I
considered it essential to move the dialogue to a level where the negotiators
could engage in some give-and-take and were sufficiently familiar with the
thinking of their leaders to grasp the underlying strategy.”10 As Kissinger
began to forge subtle linkages and manage delicate balances, the negotiating
freedom offered by secrecy and a process centralized in the White House
became increasingly irresistible.

Costs of Secrecy, Centralization, and Personal Dominance

Kissinger saw formidable advantages to a White House–centered, secret
negotiating process that he personally dominated. Yet he and others were
acutely conscious of a number of drawbacks.

Risks of Discovery
Most obviously, secret talks risk premature discovery. Blown cover can

cause embarrassment, create awkwardness, and draw the potential wrath of
parties who feel they have been wrongfully cut out. Revelation can energize
opposition (internal, external, domestic, and international) on the grounds of
secrecy as well as substance.

Inadequate Technical Understanding Due to Reduced Expert Input
Less dramatically, as Kissinger put it, “there was the problem of

mastering the subject. My staff was too small to backstop two complex
simultaneous negotiations.”11 Beyond Kissinger’s practice of intensively
studying the substance of a negotiation, however, he found somewhat
surreptitious ways to generate input from various government agencies and



bureaus. “The control of interdepartmental machinery served as a substitute.
It enabled me to use the bureaucracy without revealing our purposes. I
would introduce as planning topics issues that were actually being secretly
negotiated. In this manner I could learn the views of the agencies (as well as
the necessary background) without formally ‘clearing’ my position with
them.”12

In the opinion of some of his colleagues and subordinates, however,
Kissinger’s knowledge was stretched perilously thin, especially in highly
technical negotiations. From the bureaucratic trenches, it is hardly surprising
to hear this view. SALT delegation member Raymond Garthoff, often a
critic, claimed that Kissinger had “developed a conviction that he did not
need the government bureaucracy. A small personal staff, he felt, could skim
the cream off the ponderous interagency staff studies that he ordered to keep
the bureaucracy occupied. In this way, he thought, he could learn all he
needed to know about a subject.  .  .  . On some occasions, his penchant for
going it alone prevented him from getting needed advice, and U.S. interests
suffered as a consequence.”13

Even some whom Kissinger admired offered similar critiques.
Ambassador Gerard Smith, for example, was chief SALT negotiator and
head of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency. Though the two often
disagreed, Kissinger described Smith as “dedicated, indefatigable, and
shrewd,” and as “one of those talented executives who serve successive
administrations and epitomize the ideal of public service.”14 Also, on
balance, Smith viewed Kissinger positively.15

Yet, in measured fashion, Smith chided Kissinger for not taking full
advantage of government experts and for trying to shoulder too much of the
burden: “no matter how able a presidential confidant may be, he cannot
produce best results while simultaneously negotiating, as Kissinger was, a
number of important issues.”16 A bit more pointedly, Smith described how
experts and delegates became cynical, even disheartened, about their own
supposed roles when major aspects of the deal were done “by the
intervention of a presidential aide unsupported by a staff save a few White
House officials whose military and arms control experience was modest.”17

Risks of Confusion and Poor Coordination
Two tracks, a front channel and a secret back channel, inevitably led to

some confusion, often on all sides. Smith observed that “Several covert



back-channel negotiations deemed necessary by the President to break SALT
deadlocks led to confusion and discontinuities in the U.S. negotiating
posture . . . not much effort was made to enlighten the U.S. bureaucracy . . . I
suspect that the Soviet delegation was also confused by this random process
of high-level and somewhat erratic participation in a negotiating process that
depended for progress on a painstaking process of developing and recording
common understanding about complicated concepts.”18 He further claimed
that the two-track approach and insufficient effort to inform those who had
not been involved led to problems when the bureaucracy was called on to
transform general terms reached in the private channel into precise, detailed
agreements.19

Such criticisms were not limited to SALT. With respect to China,
Kissinger acknowledged that “Senior officials who might have been
conscious of China’s concerns had been excluded from the opening to
Peking. Hence, there was no one at State who felt fully responsible for the
‘China account’ or even fully understood its rationale—this was one of the
prices paid for our unorthodox method of administration.”20 With respect to
the Shanghai Communiqué, when the State Department, which had been
kept in the dark, “demanded a host of changes” it was able to obtain some of
them.21

William Bundy, a CIA and State Department official, noted with respect
to U.S.-Israeli negotiations that, “at an early stage, Nixon and [Israeli prime
minister] Golda Meir agreed to handle major matters via Kissinger and
Rabin, leaving out Secretary Rogers and Foreign Minister Abba Eban. Yet
the State Department remained very much involved .  .  . so that its frequent
lack of information on what was passing on the White House circuit was
frustrating as well as confusing.”22

Similar confusions arose in talks over a Soviet guarantee of unfettered
Western access to Berlin and enhanced political, economic, and cultural ties
between East and West Germany. Kissinger observed “that the secret
conclusion of the agreement among us, the Federal Republic [of Germany],
and the Soviets dramatized the bureaucratic problem generated by our
system of two channels. Somehow we had to see to it that our own State
Department did not complicate matters. Moreover, the agreement had to be
ratified in a Four-Power forum staffed by diplomats exquisitely conscious of
their prerogatives as representatives of occupying powers. In addition, the
speed with which the ‘negotiation’ had suddenly proceeded was mystifying



to those who for a decade had been used to the rituals of stalemate . . . For
the third time in three months a negotiation was being completed in which
the regular bureaucracy had not participated, indeed, was unaware of its
existence. There is no agreement that cannot be picked to death by
professionals not involved in negotiating it.”23

This situation led to what Kissinger described as a “serious quandary,”
one “that might force us to reopen issues settled already twice with the
Soviets.” The quandary was overcome only by a frenzied process, requiring
President Nixon, who “had a genius for thinking up explanations for a fait
accompli,” to inform and graciously bring on board Secretary of State
Rogers, who, along with the State Department, had been excluded.24

With a modicum of trust between the White House and State
Department, a fairly common fix to such coordination problems involves
designating a senior official from each “side” to accompany the chief
negotiator. Not only does this prevent crossed signals, but it can also calm
suspicions that otherwise could grow unchecked.

Risks of Contradiction and Sabotage
Such confusion led to other problems. For example, American arms

control negotiators operating in the front channel sometimes made
statements, innocently or manipulatively, that led to potent domestic
demands for the negotiators to accept disadvantageous terms. As Kissinger
lamented, “our secret style of negotiations left us vulnerable to these
pressures; our critics did not know that we could do better.”25

Outright sabotage was occasionally possible as well. In reflecting on an
occasion in which the cover for secret talks with the Egyptian foreign
minister was blown, Kissinger’s language became dramatic: “There is no
fury like that of a Foreign Service Officer bypassed  .  .  . The offended
diplomat [who has somehow learned about secret talks]  .  .  . can report his
knowledge in regular channels, thus spreading it through the bureaucracy by
means of the computerized distribution system. This will quickly churn out
enough copies to explode any aspiration to secrecy.”26

Risks of Being Whipsawed
Beyond inadvertent “friendly” miscues, adversaries could and did take

advantage of the public front-channel/secret back-channel structure to
whipsaw the American negotiators. For example, the North Vietnamese



could trumpet their alleged flexibility and American alleged intransigence in
order to stir up public, media, and congressional criticism of the U.S.
government and its negotiators. In one case, Madame Binh, Vietcong
delegate to the talks, publicly implied that a U.S. withdrawal and release of
American POWs might be decoupled from other issues. This new “chance
for peace” triggered widespread U.S. criticism of Nixon and Kissinger for
not taking up the “offer.”

Such domestic criticism frustrated Kissinger because Hanoi’s actual
positions in the secret channel took a much harder line and linked all the
issues.27 He believed that the odds of a deal were best via secret talks, yet
“[w]e were constrained from demonstrating that the ‘chance’ was bogus . . .
[secrecy] enabled our cynical adversaries to whipsaw us between a public
position we dared not rebut and a private record we could not publish.”28

Such episodes led Kissinger to “wonder whether we paid too high a price for
secrecy.”29

Lack of Bureaucratic Support for Results
A further price came when Kissinger’s secret talks bore fruit: “The

procedures I developed enhanced decisiveness in negotiations, but they
made it more difficult to develop a consensus behind the results.”30 This
could fatally hamper the process of implementation. Moreover, secrecy and
exclusion demoralized the “bureaucracy,” which “reacted by accentuating
the independence and self-will that had caused Nixon to bypass it in the first
place.”31 Especially on the SALT talks, Kissinger observed that “we paid the
price that negotiators, excluded from a process they consider their
prerogative, are likely to take a harder position after the fact than when they
conduct the talks themselves.”32 Such a hard line from the experts can help
equip legislative and outside opponents with potent arguments against a deal
that they might have supported had they been involved.

Bureaucratic Isolation
A cumulatively damaging consequence of Kissinger’s frequent recourse

to secrecy and White House control of negotiations was the increasingly
widespread expectation within the government that the “real” negotiations
would take place outside normal channels. After Kissinger’s negotiating
delegation had been kept in the dark, Gerard Smith reported that its “trust in
its Washington authorities was never restored. Afterwards we always



assumed that other contacts with the Soviets were taking place which we
could not be trusted to know about—which proved to be the case.”33

Kissinger ruefully reflected on this development: by 1973, various
agencies “had discovered that the major negotiations took place without their
knowledge. Hence I could be blamed for failure, or be made to bear the
brunt of whatever controversy even success was sure to bring. Each
department thereafter would stake out its maximum objective, whatever
sense it made. If that pristine position was not achieved, the agencies were
not responsible. The inevitable compromise that would be necessary for a
solution, and which in normal procedures they would have urged, could now
be blamed on inadequate vigilance by the negotiator. My position, in short,
had become bureaucratically untenable  .  .  . So it was that for the first time
since I had come to government I was bureaucratically isolated.”34

Allied Embarrassment and Unhappiness
Secrecy can pose considerable problems for American allies, especially

if not handled with sensitivity. With respect to the opening to China,
Kissinger reflected that “even with the perspective of nearly a decade[,] I do
not know how the fundamental secrecy could have been avoided. The
delicacy of the event and the uniqueness of the opportunity made it essential
that the United States be in control of the context of its presentation.”35 Yet
the Japanese prime minister, Eisaku Sato, “a staunch friend of the United
States,” was blindsided by Nixon’s announcement of Kissinger’s trip, as was
the American ambassador to Japan, who heard the news on Armed Forces
Radio. Considering that it was “particularly painful to embarrass a man
[Sato] who had done so much to cement the friendship between our two
countries,” Kissinger wished he had at least sent an envoy a few hours
before the announcement to brief Sato.36 Similarly, British prime minister
Heath displayed “lasting pique at not having been informed by Nixon in
advance of the China gambit. He was particularly hurt because he had
hitherto assumed that Nixon and he had a good relationship.”37

Far more serious was the fact that South Vietnamese president Thieu,
America’s ally, did not participate in the secret Paris talks and felt badly
misled as to their substance and direction. Kissinger indicated that Thieu
“had authorized such secret talks at the Midway meeting and .  .  . was kept
thoroughly briefed on my secret negotiations from the beginning.”38 How
fully Thieu was informed or consulted is a matter of considerable



disagreement.39 After Kissinger and Le Duc Tho finally came to a tentative
deal, Kissinger did not initially share the full text with Thieu. When he did,
Thieu soon became enraged: “Kissinger says I was always kept informed.
Yes, I was informed—I was told what he chose to tell me. But I trusted my
ally never to deceive me, make deals over my head and secretly sell my
country out.”40 (As we earlier elaborated, both Nixon and Kissinger would
vehemently deny this intent.)

Thieu’s staunch opposition to the tentative deal would have presented
major problems to Nixon, who absolutely did not want to be seen,
domestically or internationally, as betraying South Vietnam. Getting Thieu’s
agreement required extreme American pressure, promises of support, and
efforts (including the so-called Christmas Bombing of North Vietnam) to
obtain changes from Hanoi to the deal sought by the South Vietnamese
president.

Although Thieu ultimately acquiesced in the accords, many factors
beyond the secrecy of the Paris talks drove this story. Arguably, had Thieu
been involved and enjoyed the capacity to block progress along the way,
agreement might never have been reached. Secrecy surrounding the Paris
talks, and the fact that Thieu was excluded from what was a U.S.–North
Vietnamese negotiation, helped avoid this outcome. Yet, in Kissinger’s view,
Thieu’s outraged opposition was not fundamentally a matter of tactics, tact,
or whether the talks were in front or back channels.

Instead, given incompatible national interests (the United States’
imperative to end its involvement and South Vietnam’s terror of
abandonment to the North), the two parties were “doomed to collision.”
Kissinger ultimately concluded that “We failed early enough to grasp that
Thieu’s real objection was not to the terms but the fact of any compromise.
Conflict between us and Thieu was built into the termination of the war on
any terms less than Hanoi’s total surrender.”41 It is hard for us to determine
whether Kissinger’s fatalistic assessment is correct. If it is, secrecy was
likely necessary to agreement and unimportant to the denouement of the
talks; if not, the manner by which the secrecy was handled and how a deal
was unveiled to Thieu could have mattered greatly.

Evaluation of Secrecy, Centralization, and Kissinger’s Personal
Dominance



Henry Kissinger’s negotiations were often very public and visible; think of
the Middle East shuttles, Rhodesia, dealings with China after his initial trip,
or the many negotiations associated with the fifteen covers of Time magazine
on which he appeared. Yet, like many of his diplomatic predecessors back to
the eighteenth century, he frequently opted for a dominant personal role in
talks whose existence and substance both were hidden from broader view.

Secrecy permitted talks to proceed without arousing opposition from
domestic, political, legislative, bureaucratic, or foreign sources whose
interests or agendas might have clashed with Kissinger’s purposes. By
centralizing the process in the White House, Kissinger could move quickly,
largely escaping what he often regarded as a cumbersome and irrelevant
interagency process of consultation and clearance. Freedom from outside
interference was especially important when talks were in a fragile,
exploratory state or when Kissinger wanted to present agreement as a fait
accompli. If talks were not public, Kissinger or Nixon could announce their
results in a context that had not been shaped by others’ expectations or
agendas.

Yet secrecy, centralization, and personal dominance carried costs and
risks to weigh against their potential advantages. A secret process could be
discovered and denounced, embarrassing and angering parties who had been
cut out or not informed. Although more sensitive handling could sometimes
have mitigated the problem, key American allies could be humiliated if
blindsided by news of talks or agreements.

Depending on the nature of the issue, secret negotiations could violate
norms of transparency, democratic accountability, and legitimacy that many
Americans held in high regard. After all, reacting to a long history of
European diplomatic intrigue and deception, the very first of President
Woodrow Wilson’s famous Fourteen Points was “Open covenants of peace,
openly arrived at, after which there shall be no private international
understandings of any kind but diplomacy shall proceed always frankly and
in the public view.”

Kissinger would doubtless agree with many analysts who believe that,
although the fact that negotiations are ongoing may be widely known,
progress will be stymied if the actual discussions themselves take place in
public. Even as idealistic a source as Getting to Yes would amend Woodrow
Wilson’s appealing point to read “open covenants, privately arrived at.”42



Going it alone, in secret, meant losing the full advantages of the
considerable expertise in various government agencies and departments. A
front-channel/back-channel structure could lead to damaging confusion and
contradiction on all sides, especially when the right hand does not know
what the left hand is doing (or even that there is a left hand). Converting
more general agreements reached in secret into detailed form could be
challenging for those not party to the secret talks. Internal players could even
sabotage the process. Cynical adversaries could and did publicly whipsaw
U.S. negotiators who could only respond by blowing the cover of the private
talks.

As the expectation grew that important negotiations would be handled
directly by the White House, not by the relevant government departments,
Kissinger found himself increasingly isolated. And when previously secret
talks became public, resentful agencies could withhold active support or find
ways to snipe at results.

Weighing all the factors, various observers come out very differently on
whether Kissinger’s centralized, back-channel tactics were wise. Stanley
Hoffmann emphasizes the downsides: “frequent confusion when America’s
negotiators did not know the agreements in the making through the back
channels; it also gave the Soviets opportunities to try to play one team
against the other. It created deep resentments among American diplomats
ignored or undercut by the White House. It even created suspicion in
Moscow and Peking, for Soviet and Chinese diplomats wondered why the
Americans wanted so much secrecy. It meant that vital decisions  .  .  . were
taken behind the backs or against the opposition of Secretaries Rogers and
Laird.”43

After attributing some of Kissinger’s penchant for secrecy to “vanity,”
Walter Isaacson indicates that “Kissinger believed, with some justification,
that in order to establish subtle linkages and calibrate delicate balances, he
had to keep tight control over various strands of policy through back-channel
machinations. In addition, he felt that he could better negotiate an opening to
China if he kept the State Department in the dark, that he could more easily
reach a settlement in Vietnam if he kept President Thieu uninformed, and
that he could piece together an arms control accord if he circumvented
Gerard Smith and his SALT experts.”44

Kissinger’s own assessment of these tactical choices is hedged but, on
balance, positive, given the remarkable results. Freely admitting that “to



individuals like Smith, it was unfair and demeaning”45 and that “[i]t was
demoralizing for the bureaucracy  .  .  .”46 Kissinger nevertheless came out
clearly: “But it worked  .  .  . In 1971 and 1972 these methods produced the
SALT breakthrough, the opening to China, a Berlin agreement, the Peking
and the Moscow Summits without any setback. The results should be judged
on their merits, though I recognize a price was paid in the manner of their
achievement.”47

Intriguingly, however, he recognized both the unusual circumstances in
which he and Nixon employed this approach and its disadvantages and
limitations. As a general matter, he mused, “I do not consider this a
procedure that can stand institutionalization.”48

* * *

Clearly, when we move beyond Kissinger and the diplomacy of the 1970s,
the decision to pursue secrecy in negotiation continues to be very much alive
—although ubiquitous camera-equipped smartphones and pervasive social
media render the task much more difficult. After all, the 2015 Iranian
nuclear deal really began in earnest when facilitated by secret contacts in
Oman between Deputy Secretary of State Bill Burns in 2012 and 2013. And
secrecy in financial negotiations is extremely common, given concerns about
market reaction, competitive advantage, and internal morale. On balance,
then, are secret negotiations a good idea? Our review of Kissinger’s use of
the tactic, with its many potential pros and cons, suggests that the answer is a
less-than-rousing “it depends.”



Conclusion

Key Lessons on Negotiation from Henry
Kissinger

Fascination led us to undertake this project. Having worked with and studied
many of the world’s most impressive negotiators, Henry Kissinger the
negotiator appeared to be a breed apart. This conviction only strengthened as
we read his many books, consulted countless sources, and interviewed him
along with others who had observed him in the process. Recall Walter
Isaacson’s judgment of Kissinger as the “foremost American negotiator” of
the twentieth century, or the recent survey we cited of 1,615 scholars in
international relations across a wide variety of colleges and universities. This
expert group overwhelmingly ranked Henry Kissinger as the most effective
U.S. secretary of state over the last fifty years. Having done the research for
this book, we’re hardly surprised by these assessments. The pathbreaking
agreements in which he was instrumental (with China, the Soviet Union, the
Middle East, in Southern Africa, and elsewhere) suggested a distinctive
approach to negotiation that we have sought to systematically articulate.

Accurately describing Kissinger’s approach across multiple
negotiations was our first goal. In doing so, we found a great deal to admire
and several aspects to question. Though we became fascinated by how
Kissinger actually handled these challenges during the Cold War–dominated
diplomatic world of the 1970s, our real motivations were prescriptive and
forward looking.

Of course, yesterday’s bipolar U.S.-Soviet rivalry has given way to a
multipolar reality, with countries such as China and India playing ever-larger
roles. Nonstate actors such as ISIS and cross-border challenges ranging from
climate change to financial flows play far greater roles in today’s
hyperconnected world. Yet, despite these changes, we have sought to extract



enduring lessons for dealing productively with conflicts and forging
agreements in challenging situations. It would be a mistake to take these
lessons as primarily of historical interest, or to imagine them as mainly
addressed to diplomats. As will soon become evident, we have formulated
this chapter’s prescriptions (which make no mention of their diplomatic
origins) for current and future negotiators who must deal with legal and
business topics as well as public and international ones. To apply these
lessons, of course, the relevant factors (the proper context, the parties, how
they see their interests, their alternatives to agreement, and so on) must be
taken into account.

Given our decades-long experience as negotiators, researchers, and
professors who teach this subject, we had already developed many
prescriptions, which are reflected in a number of our other books, articles,
and case studies.1 So, beyond the negotiation advice that is readily available
from our work and elsewhere, what special insights were sparked and
illustrated by our examination of Kissinger’s distinctive approach?

Expecting readers to take lessons from our accounts of Kissinger’s
negotiations, this chapter offers our answers to this question. We certainly
did not discover a singular “Kissinger elixir” that dissolves barriers to
agreement. Nor did we find each individual element of Kissinger’s technique
to be novel or unique among effective negotiators. Some elements are quite
particular to Kissinger’s approach; others, which he employed extensively,
are more generic. Yet, when analyzed as parts of an overall approach to
negotiation and illustrated as they actually played out in many tough cases of
global significance, the advice found in this chapter should come alive and
become highly valuable in practice.

From among the many possible lessons on negotiation that could be
drawn from episodes we analyze in this book, we have selected fifteen as
worthy of special mention.2 By this point in the book, all should be more or
less familiar and should deeply resonate with our case discussions in earlier
chapters. Some episodes merit longer elaboration; a brief reminder suffices
for others. We did not choose these lessons as a step-by-step method for
negotiating. Rather, integrating the most relevant ones into your existing
approach should greatly enhance your effectiveness. (At the conclusion of
the chapter, we summarize each of these lessons for ease of reference.)

Our first three lessons are fairly broad. They highlight a central
characteristic of Kissinger’s effectiveness, stress the crucial role that



underlying assumptions play in determining ultimate success, and emphasize
the inadequacy of negotiation concepts and skills by themselves absent deep
knowledge of the issues at stake. Subsequent advice fleshes out what
“zooming out” and “zooming in” actually mean in practice.

LESSON 1: Zoom out to your strategy; zoom in to your counterpart—and
continually bring both views into alignment.

Discussing various negotiations with Henry Kissinger and reading detailed
accounts of these talks has gradually crystallized what for us stands out as a
distinctive and valuable characteristic. Smoothly and repeatedly, Kissinger
appears both to zoom out and to zoom in: out to his broader strategy and in
to his counterpart, seeking to bring the macro and micro together to advance
core interests. In planning as well as execution, these dual perspectives
provide vital, complementary insights.

Many negotiators zoom out to the bigger picture and the broader
strategy within which a given deal is situated. Ensuring that a well-thought-
through strategy guides one’s negotiations is a real strength, which we
elaborated in part 2 of this book. Some big-picture negotiators, however,
lack interpersonal effectiveness. This quality might seem unimportant to
them, they may be arrogant, or they simply may not possess good “people
skills.”

Other negotiators zoom in to their counterparts, focusing on rapport,
communication, trust, and relationships. Fostering emotional connection is
also a real strength, which we elaborate in part 3 of this book. Some people-
oriented negotiators, however, lack a strong strategic or analytic sense. It
may seem unimportant to them, they may think of “negotiation” in purely
interpersonal terms, or they may simply not possess good analytic and
strategic skills.

Zooming out and zooming in both clearly underpin Kissinger’s success.
His capacity to zoom out to a carefully considered strategy certainly stands
out as the most distinctive and familiar characteristic. Yet we judge that his
closely aligned interpersonal focus was also key to his negotiating success.
As we think back to his role in Southern Africa, we are struck by the tight
relationship between his overall sequential strategy and the rapport he forged
with leaders as different as Nyerere, Vorster, and Smith. Personal
connections with Zhou and Dobrynin facilitated his triangular strategy with
China and the Soviet Union. After the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, in seeking



greater regional stability and reduced Soviet influence, Kissinger depended
heavily on the affinity he had developed with Sadat, Meir, and Rabin. Across
these and other negotiations, he brought the macro and micro together in
service of his longer-term objectives.

Zooming out/zooming in should not be understood as a two-step
procedure in which, after zooming out to the strategy, one then zooms in to
the person—and is done. Rather, as the strategy clarifies and your
counterparts are engaged, you will likely go back and forth between these
twin perspectives, iteratively, as the negotiation evolves, nudging things
forward toward your target agreement.

Whether this dual focus is deliberate or instinctive for Henry Kissinger
is less important for prescriptive purposes than consistently asking whether
your approach to negotiation incorporates both perspectives. If not, it is wise
to discipline yourself to see things both ways. If, on reflection, you strongly
incline toward either strategy or people, can you make a point of focusing on
the neglected part of the equation? Or, if this feels as if it would be
ineffective, can you partner with (or hire) someone with complementary
skills?

LESSON 2: Evaluate and reevaluate your fundamental premises.

Ultimate negotiating success depends on the validity of your most basic
assumptions, about the world, the situation, and your interests. Brilliant
tactics based on bad assumptions or faulty understandings of your real
interests will not go down as a triumph. A situation in which you cleverly
surmount obstacles to negotiating a partnership with untrustworthy
counterparts won’t end well. Basing diplomacy in support of the 2003 Iraq
War, for example on the existence (ultimately refuted) of weapons of mass
destruction proved counterproductive. By the same token, insightfully
pulling together diverse and unruly stakeholders in support of a complex real
estate development that, after construction, turns out to contain a toxic waste
dump will be regarded as a failure.

At a time when most Americans treated China as a fanatical and
implacable enemy, Kissinger (together with Nixon) perceived that increasing
hostility between China and the Soviet Union created a potentially
transformative opening to favorably reshuffle the global cards. Based on this
premise, savvy negotiation positioned the United States at a pivot point in a
new triangular relationship in which each of the two major Communist



adversaries was closer to America than it was to the other. As we have
shown, beyond enhanced global stability, this strategic negotiation opened
the door for Kissinger to negotiate dividends for American diplomacy both
in Vietnam and in the aftermath of the 1973 Arab-Israeli War.

Yet Kissinger’s view of the world was hardly infallible. Key
assumptions underlying his Vietnam negotiations were contested at the time,
and have been since. As we discussed at length, these premises included:
that Vietnam was a major front in the Cold War rather than primarily a civil
war among indigenous forces with foreign patrons; that a continued
American commitment to the government of South Vietnam was vital to
U.S. global credibility; that Vietnamization had a good chance of success;
and that the United States would be willing and able to enforce the Paris
Accords after its withdrawal. Even though, for analytic purposes, we believe
that we learned a great deal from studying Kissinger’s negotiating strategy
and tactics in this case, the outcome inevitably reflects badly on the process.

We have certainly criticized Kissinger’s dominant Cold War
assumptions with respect to Southern Africa and Vietnam. Yet, regardless of
how we might later assess the wisdom of Kissinger’s premises, when we
studied his negotiations, we took his overarching objectives and his
worldview as initial givens for our analysis. Where those assumptions
proved solid, his negotiations proceeded on firm foundations, and several
became signal achievements. By contrast, a great negotiation strategy and
brilliant tactics cannot save a fundamentally flawed project. Self-evident as
it may sound, skeptically revisiting and reconfirming your basic assumptions
about the deal you seek to achieve is essential to long-term success.

LESSON 3: Develop deep familiarity with the subject of your negotiation—
and/or make sure that your team possesses this knowledge.

Join us in a brief thought experiment. Suppose Kissinger had developed his
sophisticated approach to the process of negotiation over decades as a
business development executive in the pharmaceutical sector. Had he
suddenly been catapulted from pharma into the secretary of state’s office, his
effectiveness as a diplomatic negotiator would have been severely limited by
his lack of knowledge about foreign affairs, at least until he had become
deeply familiar with the policies and people in this new context. Indeed,
without real awareness of a country’s history, culture, economics, and
politics (or of your counterparts), it is difficult to be an effective diplomatic



negotiator. Kissinger’s profound grasp of international relations, both
historical and current, dramatically enhanced his negotiating abilities. His
counterparts often remarked on his intensive drive to master new subjects
along with his unusual capacity as a quick study. Where his understanding of
the issues or regions was shakier (as with some highly technical nuclear
topics in the SALT talks or with the politics of newly independent countries
in Southern Africa), ensuring that his team possessed this knowledge was
vital if good results were to be obtained.

Many books and seminars implicitly claim that knowledge of
negotiation concepts and skills divorced from deep familiarity with the
context in which this knowledge is to be employed will work wonders
(example: the bestselling You Can Negotiate Anything3). We doubt this
claim, especially on issues about which you are an amateur. In addition, few
would claim that subject matter expertise alone makes one an excellent
negotiator. In our experience, the concepts and skills that Kissinger
employed in diplomacy have great power when applied in areas where one
already has considerable background. Ideally, you will find value in this
approach in areas with which you are quite familiar; if you are negotiating
on alien ground, be sure to get a map or include on your team people who
have the relevant expertise.

It is hard to overstate the roles that good assumptions and domain
knowledge play in successful negotiations. With these broad lessons in
mind, the balance of our advice helps flesh out what we actually mean by
zooming out to a strategic view along with zooming in to tactical and
interpersonal factors.

LESSON 4: Take the long view.

Carefully analyze how the negotiation you currently contemplate relates to
your long-term objectives. Each of the negotiations we have selected for
fuller analysis in this book possessed longer-term significance for American
foreign policy. Of course, by no means are all negotiations “strategic” in this
sense. Nonstrategic deals would normally include buying a car or a house,
working out a contract for cleaning services, renewing an uncontroversial
agreement for educational exchange or scientific cooperation between
friendly countries, or negotiating the fourth syndication season of a minor
cable television show. Many of, if not most, such deals are transactional,



with little broader significance (though the relationships that are enhanced or
worsened in the process may be of larger concern).

Kissinger consistently criticized the all-too-common habit of analyzing
negotiations on their “independent merits.” For example, in 1969, he
requested a major interagency analysis on China. Instead of the broader
analysis he sought, the document he received “paid heavy attention to the
conventional Chinese-American bilateral problems: Taiwan, admission to
the United Nations, trade and travel, and  .  .  . disarmament  .  .  . All these
concerns were treated as if they existed in a vacuum. No reference was made
to the global implications of Sino-Soviet tensions and the opportunities for
us in the triangular relationship. [The paper placed] excessive emphasis on
China’s ideology and alleged militancy; I thought the issue should be posed
differently  .  .  . Which of our problems with China were caused by its size
and situation and which by its leadership? What did we want from China and
how could we reasonably influence its decisions? How did we view the
evolution of Sino-Soviet relations; how much could we influence them and
which side should we favor?”4

Rather than focus on its immediate impact, Kissinger consistently asked
how a given negotiation might fit into a larger puzzle. Given our review of
several of his negotiations, the words that follow should resonate: “I
attempted to relate events to each other, to create incentives or pressures in
one part of the world to influence events in another.  .  .  . I wanted to
accumulate nuances for a long-range strategy. . . . I was more worried about
results some years down the road.”5 When Kissinger envisioned a desirable
agreement that would advance broader interests but that was currently out of
reach, he would often conceive of moves that he might make ahead of time
and across different issues or regions. Such moves would often generate a
more promising setup for achieving his target deal.

A vital negotiation practice involves always asking whether a particular
negotiation has longer-term significance. For example, in deciding the
amount of financial and managerial resources that should be allocated to
fighting or settling a lawsuit, a key judgment involves the legal and practical
precedents that may be set. Settling the suit for less than it would cost to
defend it might seem appealing if the focus is on this specific case. But such
a settlement might act as a precedent that would invite many more similar
suits in the future. Fighting it in court might cost more in the short run but
lead to savings in the long run. Similarly, suppose you have recently



developed a new technology and are negotiating with a high-profile
customer that seeks a license to use it. If that customer is widely known to be
tech savvy, it might be worth ultimately accepting discounted terms from
that customer, if others would use this deal as a credible signal that your new
technology is over the bar.

Credibility figures centrally into our discussion of taking the long view.
The credibility you build or destroy in one negotiation often exerts profound
effects in your later negotiations. Kissinger likened one’s credibility with
others to their perception of one’s character. How much confidence do they
have that you will actually do what you say you will do, refrain from what
you rule out, make good on your promises, or carry out your threats? If the
level of their confidence in your word is high, so is your credibility; the
converse also is true. For this reason, maintaining and enhancing one’s
credibility is a vital asset in negotiation, whether personal or national.
Credibility is hard to build but easy to lose. President Obama’s failure to act
when Syria violated his red line on using chemical weapons is thought to
have diminished his later influence, in the Middle East and beyond.
Likewise, President Trump’s frequent contradictory statements on vital
matters, both domestic and foreign, can lead counterparts to doubt his word.

LESSON 5: Adopt a wide-angle perspective.

Intimately related to taking the long view is examining the negotiation
through what we’ve called a wide-angle lens. Should the negotiation at hand
be dealt with on its own, or is there a bigger picture that should be taken into
account? As you scan widely across other parties, issues, and regions, are
there potential connections that could be usefully forged? One of the more
striking features of Kissinger’s approach was his consistent attention to
discerning and acting on nonobvious but potentially crucial relationships,
especially among negotiations involving the Soviet Union, China, Vietnam,
the Middle East, and Southern Africa.

A wide-angle lens can be useful when focusing your entire attention on
your immediate negotiating counterpart would put you at a disadvantage. A
broader view may help you identify parties and issues that might be useful to
include (or exclude) in the process. For example, had Kissinger sought to
persuade Ian Smith to accept black-majority rule in a mano a mano
encounter, he would almost certainly have failed. Instead, before dealing
directly with Smith, a wide-angle analysis suggested the potential value of



involving the British, the “Frontline” African states, other members of the
Organization of African Unity, and South Africa in the process. In the Paris
peace talks, Kissinger looked far beyond the North Vietnamese and Vietcong
for leverage; he ultimately involved the Chinese, the Soviets, and, indirectly,
the West Germans. Well after Kissinger’s time in office, the United States
sought to maximize its leverage in negotiating a nuclear deal with Iran, by
combining forces with the other “P5+1” countries: France, Britain, Germany,
Russia, and China, with Israel in the background.

As you prepare to negotiate, ask yourself if you’ve looked carefully
beyond your immediate counterpart for others whose involvement may
enhance your odds of success. To cite a small-scale example, with a
corporation that may be a buyer of your product, suppose you will negotiate
with one of that firm’s procurement specialists, whose short-term incentives
are to knock down whatever selling price you quote. Rather than focusing
your attention solely on your procurement counterpart, have you quietly
invested beforehand in building an alliance (not “negotiating”) with the
ultimate users in that organization over the real value of your product? If
you’ve created an internal “champion,” ideally someone who both truly sees
your product’s value and has some political clout, your later negotiation with
the corporate buyer will be vastly easier.

LESSON 6: Be realistic: track the deal/no-deal balance.

With any negotiation in prospect, Kissinger clarified his side’s interests as
well as options in the event an agreement could not be struck. In parallel,
having developed an understanding of the other side’s interests, Kissinger
routinely assessed how his counterparts might compare the value of a deal he
had in mind to their no-deal alternatives. How does “yes” look to the other
side relative to “no”? If a realistic assessment reveals that “no” seems to
dominate “yes” for the other side, then one or both of two actions will be
required to make an agreement possible (assuming you don’t lower your
own standards of acceptability). Your offer to them must be sweetened
and/or the consequences of impasse worsened for the other side such that the
deal/no-deal balance tips in favor of a deal. While this proposition may seem
almost self-evident, it is common to hear calls for negotiation in situations
where a bit of deal/no-deal analysis would reveal that “no” clearly dominates
—and thus that the other side has no incentive to make a deal.



Tracking the deal/no-deal balance is a vital diagnostic tool that
Kissinger almost instinctively employed. Indeed, when he contemplated
negotiations over black-majority rule in Rhodesia, he immediately grasped
what earlier British negotiators had not: that, if approached directly, Ian
Smith would see impasse as preferable to a deal. Thus Kissinger concluded
that a direct approach by itself would fail.

During the early years of the Paris peace talks, Kissinger was painfully
aware of why the North Vietnamese resisted a deal: Le Duc Tho knew that
U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War was increasingly unpopular with the
American public and Congress, that Nixon was, in effect, unconditionally
withdrawing American troops at a rapid pace, and that this withdrawal
would strengthen Vietcong and North Vietnamese forces militarily while
weakening the South. To open up space for a deal, Kissinger would need to
tilt the deal/no-deal balance in a direction adverse to North Vietnam.

By contrast, even after twenty years of mutual hostility with no official
communication, Kissinger and Nixon recognized the military threat from the
Soviets that Mao’s China increasingly faced. Without the United States as a
counterweight, China’s geopolitical situation promised to become ever direr.
In addition to the joint gains that a better relationship with the United States
might offer the two parties, China’s worsening no-deal option arguably
opened space for a mutually beneficial U.S.-Chinese agreement.

In characterizing Kissinger’s approach to negotiation as “realistic” in
terms of a keen focus on the deal/no-deal balance, we do not have in mind
the “realist” or realpolitik school of foreign affairs. This approach interprets
the international relations system as a set of rational state actors jockeying
for and/or applying power in a perpetual state of conflict with one another.
Instead, we urge a careful assessment of whether the most basic condition
for a negotiated agreement is present—namely, that the possibility of a deal
looks more appealing to the parties than impasse or worse.

Crudely put, assessing this balance is akin to asking whether you and
your potential counterpart each have incentives to negotiate. If I have a
terrific job and you approach me in an effort to get me to negotiate about
taking an inferior one, “no” will immediately look better to me than “yes.” If
you are absolutely convinced you’ll win big in court, my efforts at a modest
out-of-court settlement are likely to fall flat. If a single consumer complains
about a faulty product, its maker may well brush it off. But if that aggrieved
consumer recruits an army of other disgruntled consumers and launches a



social media campaign that goes viral, the negotiation may take an entirely
different cast. In short, a realistic evaluation of the deal/no-deal balance
gives a good initial read on the potential for negotiation and suggests where
efforts toward agreement should be focused.

LESSON 7: Don’t regard the elements of a negotiation as fixed; where
useful, seek game-changing moves to favorably tilt the deal/no-deal balance.

If tracking the deal/no-deal balance is a useful diagnostic and a wide-angle
lens offers a bigger picture within which to locate your specific deal, the
next lesson follows directly: having analyzed the situation, you should
consider changing the “negotiating game” in your favor. This means taking
steps to “add” or “subtract” parties or issues that will shift the situation in
your favor. Of course, skillful tactics within the situation as it initially
presents itself is often the best option. Yet regarding the elements of a
negotiation as fixed can be disadvantageous or even futile.

We have extensively discussed two cases where Kissinger changed the
game: Rhodesia and Vietnam. As our examination of the deal/no-deal
balance made clear, neither Ian Smith nor Le Duc Tho would have been
likely to give Kissinger what he wanted if the negotiations had been limited
to those two parties. It was game-changing moves to broaden each
negotiation that offered the potential to favorably tilt the balance.

As we saw in the analysis of these cases, before approaching Smith,
Kissinger secured American support. He then changed the Kissinger-Smith
“game” to include the British, the Frontline States, other member states of
the Organization of African Unity, and South Africa. Only by a complex
sequence of such actions aimed at worsening the consequences of no-deal
for Smith, plus some minority protections, did a zone of possible agreement
open up. Reluctantly, “yes” finally looked better to Smith than “no.”

In the Paris peace talks, Kissinger looked well beyond the North
Vietnamese and Vietcong for leverage; he changed the U.S.-North
Vietnamese “game” by involving the Chinese, the Soviets, and, indirectly,
the West Germans. Meanwhile, by establishing a nominal “record of
reasonableness” in the negotiation while Nixon steadily withdrew U.S.
troops, he created enough “domestic space” to enable a powerful American
and South Vietnamese response to the North’s massive 1972 offensive.
These moves paved the way for the 1973 accords (which, of course, failed



two years later, after Watergate and a congressional cutoff of funds for
Indochina).

LESSON 8: Evaluate the potential for a multifront negotiation campaign to
achieve your target deal, paying special attention to the “home front.”

In a number of cases, notably Rhodesia and Vietnam, Kissinger structured
his game-changing moves as multifront “negotiation campaigns.”
Conceptually, a negotiation campaigner identifies an ultimate target deal,
maps the full set of parties and their interests, groups the parties into similar
“fronts,” maps backward from the target to decide on the most promising
sequential emphasis, and then orchestrates the campaign. While simple buy-
sell negotiations sometimes call for small-scale negotiation campaigns, more
complex dealmaking often requires a more ambitious campaign. Think of a
large cross-border merger with regulatory approvals in multiple
jurisdictions; gaining support for a major UN Security Council resolution;
getting approval for a major infrastructure project with financial, political,
environmental, and union fronts; and so on.

We note, however, that in both the Rhodesian and the Vietnamese
negotiation campaigns, Kissinger’s moves on “external” fronts were
comparatively subtle and sophisticated. In each case, though Kissinger
carefully maintained presidential backing, a vital requirement for success for
any secretary of state, the broader domestic front proved problematic. The
timing of Kissinger’s advocacy for black-majority rule in Rhodesia badly
damaged Gerald Ford among conservatives. Also, though a complex of
factors fed U.S. public and congressional opposition to the Indochinese war,
Nixon and Kissinger were ultimately unable to sustain support for enforcing
the Paris agreements. These outcomes underscore the need for a strategy to
sustain home front backing, whether nationally or in your home office.

LESSON 9: Develop multiparty insight and dexterity: coalition dynamics,
sequencing, and information.

Many familiar negotiations appear as two-party affairs: a buyer and a seller
dickering over price, a plaintiff and defendant settling out of court, a
manufacturer and supplier working out a contract, or two nuclear powers
structuring an arms control deal. Yet the bilateral façade often conceals
greater complexity, whether in the form of diverse internal factions on each



side, agents such as lawyers or bankers with their own agendas, or other
interested parties that end up playing influential roles. Evidently, triangular
diplomacy among the United States, the Soviet Union, and China cannot be
understood in two-party terms. Also, though simplistic views of a
negotiation such as the U.S. versus North Vietnam or Henry Kissinger
dealing with Ian Smith might suggest bilateral interactions, the reality
became decidedly multilateral.

Timing
A multiparty negotiator must keep at least three balls in the air, often

more, seeking an advantageous and stable outcome. In the case of three
parties, we saw that this involved much more than one party trying to play
the others off against one another. Via triangular diplomacy, Kissinger was
able to place the United States in a position where it had more options than
either the Soviets or Chinese. This new structure lowered the overall risk of
nuclear war and offered the United States advantages in other negotiations,
including Vietnam and the disengagement agreements after the 1973 Arab-
Israeli War. Yet recall how the process of reaching this new structure
required careful timing as Kissinger discussed the dynamics: “If we moved
too quickly  .  .  . the Chinese might rebuff the overture. If we moved too
slowly, we might feed Chinese suspicions of Soviet-American collusion,
which could drive them into making the best deal available with Moscow.
As for the Soviets, we considered the Chinese option useful to induce
restraint; but we had to take care not to pursue it so impetuously as to
provoke a Soviet preemptive attack on China.”6

Separate or Combined?
When Kissinger sought disengagement agreements between the

Egyptians and Israelis or, shortly after, between the Syrians and Israelis, he
faced a different kind of tactical choice, one that is not present in pure two-
party negotiations: whether to keep the parties apart and deal with each
separately or to bring them together. Nominally, Kissinger played a
mediating role between the protagonists, but the United States was a highly
interested player, with various forms of clout in what was actually a three-
party negotiation. Partly for political reasons—neither Egypt nor Syria
recognized Israel—and partly for tactical reasons, Kissinger kept the parties
separate during the negotiations. Beyond building momentum as the process
quickened, this “shuttle” method permitted him to filter and manage the



information flow, nudging each party toward a possible deal and defusing
what could have been face-to-face blowups. Placing yourself in the middle
offers advantages of this kind, but it has some drawbacks. It prevents the
principals from directly communicating, learning firsthand about the other’s
perceptions and interests and potentially building a working relationship. It
can also raise suspicions over whether the intermediary is shaping each
side’s perceptions on behalf of another agenda, perhaps raising the level of
distrust.

Sequencing
In combination with decisions about combining or separating the

parties and revealing information, notice how important sequencing choices
were in the last few examples. In part to induce Soviet flexibility on various
stalled issues, Kissinger and Nixon went to extraordinary lengths to conceal
their approach to China, which had to come before subsequent dealings with
the Soviets. Similarly, Kissinger undertook what he judged to be a
(relatively) easier Israeli-Egyptian disengagement negotiation before a
similar attempt with the Syrians (which was influenced by success with
Egypt), which he judged had to come before an abortive attempt at a
Jordanian deal.

When we discussed game-changing moves and negotiation campaigns,
the sequential aspect was barely under the surface. Recall the multifront and
multistage sequential negotiation campaign that led to the Paris Peace
Accords. In fact, as the Rhodesian case study amply demonstrates, the
essence of Kissinger’s planned negotiation campaign was a carefully
constructed sequence. In turn, before directly negotiating with Ian Smith, he
needed a U.S. mandate, a promise of British involvement, Frontline State
and selected OAU concurrence, and South African agreement. The sequence
was deliberate, with each stage depending on prior stages as assets and
allowing the negotiator to assess which parties’ agreement (or opposition)
would positively (or negatively) influence other parties.

Information Revelation
In a multiparty negotiation, knowing how much information should be

revealed, and when, can be especially tricky. Full revelation to all parties
may sound appealing on the grounds of transparency and inclusiveness. Yet
sharing all information may stymie progress. For example, Kissinger gained
private commitments from South African leader John Vorster to pressure the



Rhodesians, and agreement from the British to call a regional conference.
With these private commitments in his back pocket, he then negotiated with
a number of African leaders, essentially saying, “If I could get commitments
from the British and South Africans, would you agree to go along.”
Tanzania’s Julius Nyerere, for example, believed such commitments to be
unlikely—he said it would be a “miracle” if Kissinger obtained them—but
agreed to support Kissinger’s plan conditional on British and South African
agreement. In Kissinger’s view, had Nyerere and others been aware of these
private agreements, they would have “pocketed them” and demanded more.
Keeping them secret, pushed the process forward, but ran some risk of
Kissinger being regarded as devious as the truth was later revealed.

Multiparty dexterity can take innumerable forms, but Kissinger
demonstrated this quality across several of the negotiations we analyzed.
Typically, across the many tactical choices such as information revelation or
sequencing, the objective is to build a “winning coalition”: enough of the
right parties to support your target deal, actively or passively, to ensure its
adoption, implementation, and sustainability. Along with building a winning
coalition is the need to thwart the actual or potential blockers or spoilers.
When many parties are involved in a negotiation, winning and blocking
coalitions become the preoccupations of those seeking to orchestrate the
process.

LESSON 10: Think strategically, act opportunistically.

Strategic concepts clearly guided Henry Kissinger’s actions in the
negotiations we have analyzed. He repeatedly stressed—to his team, to us,
and in his writing—the importance of a strategy. Yet, as Kissinger’s actions
demonstrated, a negotiator should not regard a planned strategy as a fixed
recipe to be meticulously followed, step by step, or as a blueprint to be
methodically executed. The negotiating situation inevitably shifts and
evolves, often unpredictably, or your understanding of the situation can alter.
Moves and countermoves may create new opportunities or constraints.
Changes can occur in the parties who are involved, their apparent
alignments, their positions and interests, their no-deal options, the available
information, the alternatives available to each side, the urgency for action,
and so on. When the situation changes, it is time to reassess your strategy,
then decide whether and how to adapt your approach in order to advance
your interests.



In some cases, unexpected shifts may uncover possibilities for
negotiation. For instance, as Nixon and Kissinger began to digest the
implications of the Soviet military threat to China, the seemingly far-fetched
option for fundamental negotiations to reshape the relationship opened up.

Shifts in the environment may also impede plans. In the Rhodesian
case, for example, the U.S. Congress blocked Kissinger’s initial plan to
thwart Soviet and Cuban advances in Angola via covert action. While
maintaining his objective, this shift caused him to switch to a purely
diplomatic initiative based on a carefully crafted sequential strategy. Adding
goals to his initial Cold War focus (including democratic principles such as
majority rule and avoiding a regional race war), Kissinger’s negotiations
followed this new plan until, unexpectedly, the support he had supposedly
garnered from the British and the Frontline States began to rapidly erode.
Kissinger again adapted, upending the original sequence and traveling to
London to get British assent in writing (and, later, to convince a surprised
cabinet that had been kept out of the loop by a nervous prime minister).

Perhaps it is best to think of Kissinger-style negotiation less in terms of
precise plans and more in terms of improvisational jazz around a central
strategic theme. As different possibilities and impediments arise, often
unexpectedly, act opportunistically to incorporate them into your strategic
plan.

LESSON 11: Strive to understand your counterpart’s perspective, and
demonstrate this understanding as you build rapport and a relationship—
while asserting your own needs and interests.

It may surprise those who envision Kissinger as mainly a geopolitical
maestro that he so closely zoomed in on his counterparts as individuals.
Though he did not believe that personal bonds trumped national interests, he
still stressed relationships and rapport as useful negotiating tools. As we saw
in the numerous insightful profiles that Kissinger crafted, he became an avid
student of those with whom he dealt: their psychological tendencies, their
personalities, their styles, and their histories.

Beyond their purely personal characteristics, Kissinger saw his
counterparts as shaped by their politics and national culture. Thus Golda
Meir had a distinctive individual approach to negotiation, but she embodied
a fractious political tradition powerfully influenced by Israel’s then-
precarious existence and the tragic history of her people. The consensus



nature of Japanese culture and governance sharply limited Prime Minister
Eisaku Sato’s personal freedom to make and implement decisions. Kissinger
made many trenchant observations contrasting Chinese and Russian
histories, cultures, and political systems. Yet, with few exceptions, he
avoided national stereotypes, sharply distinguishing, for instance, Mao
Zedong from Zhou Enlai and Anatoly Dobrynin from Leonid Brezhnev.

While he reported many of these assessments after the fact, we paid
special attention to extensive memos he produced for Presidents Nixon and
Ford as advance preparation for negotiations with individual Chinese and
Soviet leaders. To generate this preparatory material, Kissinger relied on his
own observations, extensive research by his staff, and consultations with
outside experts. The care expended on this kind of groundwork, work that
complemented his analysis of the issues and the broader strategy, offers a
model for others who seek to best ready themselves for a challenging
negotiation.

These assessments gave Kissinger important clues to the most effective
negotiating approaches for zooming in on his individual counterparts; to the
kinds of arguments to which they would be most receptive, their hot buttons
and soft spots; as to the pressures and incentives that might have the greatest
effect. Both friendly and critical observers generally credit Kissinger with
developing unusually penetrating insight into his counterparts, which often
translated into positive relationships and rapport.

Kissinger often conveyed to his counterpart his own nuanced
understanding of the counterpart’s perspective. For negotiation purposes, we
refer to this activity as demonstrating “empathy.” It is not the same as
expressing agreement or sympathy but instead involves showing the other
party your understanding of their perspective. It is a way of improving
communication, building rapport, and enhancing relationships in negotiation.

In some cases, people with sharply divergent perspectives felt that
Kissinger not only understood but agreed with each of them. This could have
led to suspicion and distrust should they have compared notes. Kissinger
risked being seen as a manipulative, even deceptive, chameleon. This was by
no means a universal view, and by all accounts, he was careful not to
contradict himself with different audiences. Nevertheless, the broader
implication for negotiators is clear: empathy in negotiation can be quite
useful, but you should take care not to develop a reputation as being two-
faced.



Lest we leave the (unlikely) impression that Kissinger’s primary
personality trait is empathy, we stress that he often chose to be quite
assertive about his perspectives and interests. Such assertiveness could carry
a strong and unwelcome message, though it was sometimes delivered in a
relatively low-key, even empathetic manner. Ian Smith, for example, had a
positive view of the secretary of state, judging him to be “refreshingly
honest, straightforward, and to the point,”7 despite Kissinger’s, in effect,
asking Smith to sign what the Rhodesian described as his own “suicide
note.”8 As we have stressed, there is no necessary tradeoff between empathy
and assertiveness. In our experience, the most effective negotiators embody
both traits.

Despite strenuous efforts to understand and connect with counterparts,
Kissinger sometimes had antagonistic relations, for instance, with Le Duc
Tho, Ismail Fahmy, and Nguyen van Thieu. This should hardly be
surprising, as many factors beyond attempts at rapport can influence how
one party relates to another in negotiation (e.g., interpersonal friction,
sharply opposed core interests, and conflicting worldviews).

Reactions to Henry Kissinger, in particular, could have complex
underpinnings. His bureaucratic rivalries were legion. He was universally
seen as a brilliant man, but one who was sometimes arrogant and thin
skinned. Still, his charm, humor, and capacity to draw in others were
renowned. And of course, he figured centrally in many controversial U.S.
policies that generated bitter animosity. These complicating factors
notwithstanding, we emphasize the value to negotiators of expending real
efforts to fathom the other side in order to build rapport and relationships—
and to understand their real interests and priorities.

LESSON 12: Reconsider the traditional “start high, concede slowly”
approach to negotiation.

Kissinger’s preferred style of negotiation did not involve extreme offers
followed by endless haggling. Before getting into specific issues, making
proposals, or taking positions, he urged negotiators to listen, probe, and seek
to understand with whom they were dealing and to develop a sense of the
other side’s real interests and context. Early in the process, he made the case
that one should convey in broad strokes, almost philosophically, what one’s
overall objectives are for the negotiation. This makes good sense to us.



In Kissinger’s view, making extreme opening offers and conceding
slowly toward one’s “real” limits, and only when forced to do so, converted
negotiations into a lengthy test of wills and stamina. While useful to
demonstrate “toughness” to a home audience, this process could take far
longer than necessary and risks needless impasse. Rather than inviting a
haggling process, a more productive approach (as with the negotiations over
the Shanghai Communiqué) is to expend real effort in determining an
outcome that will be genuinely sustainable among the parties. Then craft an
initial proposal reasonably close to this point—and stick to it. While some
room should be left for adjustment, developing a reputation for this kind of
negotiation could be a long-term asset. Similarly, making concessions under
pressure can simply invite more pressure. When concessions are necessary, it
is better to make them somewhat unexpectedly, when they do not appear
forced. This will magnify their impact.

Kissinger was not always able to stick to this preferred approach. The
diplomatic equivalent of rug bazaar haggling certainly characterized some of
his negotiations, especially toward their endgames. The numbers game in
SALT, as well as the fate of Quneitra during the Syrian disengagement talks,
offer examples, as did many of Kissinger’s dealings with the Soviets.
However, he consistently made the argument for a qualitatively different
approach to bargaining.

In some cases, it was difficult or impossible to know early on what
one’s true limits were. For example, during the Paris talks, the U.S. position
on the timing of withdrawal of its forces gradually shortened from a year to
six months and then to four months—most likely as a result not of a tactical
choice to haggle but of the evolving situation.

LESSON 13: Cultivate the fine art of wordsmithing; “constructive
ambiguity” can be useful but carries risks; “tacit bargaining” can be a
valuable option.

For an unsentimental negotiator who regarded the national interest as his
lodestar, Kissinger was often able to move seemingly deadlocked
negotiations forward with artful verbal formulations. Especially for
situations in which the principals want to go ahead, at least to the next stage
of negotiations, but are suspicious, or when negative constituencies stand in
the way, elegant phrasing can offer a path forward. Ultimately, substance



dominates words. Yet, in the right circumstances, carefully crafted words can
offer the keys to unlock valuable substantive results.

While we offered various examples of where well-chosen words
permitted otherwise blocked negotiations to proceed, perhaps the best
example involves the Shanghai Communiqué. Both the mainland Chinese
and those on Taiwan vehemently claimed to represent all of China; each
insisted on the unity of the country. While maintaining its own relationship
with Taiwan, the United States wanted to open relations with mainland
China, but without conceding Beijing’s claim to Taiwan. Simply agreeing to
disagree would not have sufficed; the issue—which had blocked forward
motion for years and threatened to continue to do so—was too important to
key factions on each side. Hence the crucial negotiated sentence: “The
United States acknowledges that all Chinese on either side of the Taiwan
Straits maintain there is but one China. The United States Government does
not challenge that position.”9 These artfully crafted, deliberately ambiguous
words permitted U.S.-Chinese cooperation over the next decade.

Insisting too early on unambiguous resolution of such issues may
simply produce an impasse. This may be the right outcome if the parties’
core interests are incompatible and will remain so. Other than postponing the
day of reckoning, which in some cases may be a virtue, there is no sense to
be found in papering over truly fundamental differences. Yet “constructive
ambiguity” produced by creative wordsmithing can prove invaluable. It can
permit the process to go forward on a range of more tractable issues, with
each side claiming “victory” on the too-contentious issue. If the other issues
are resolved, the benefits of cooperation relative to conflict become more
apparent, and the relationship strengthens, then there may be a more
promising basis to tackle the tougher issue.

A closely related question for negotiators entails what one tells separate
parties. Conveying inconsistent messages to different sides while hoping for
“acoustic separation” can lead to grief if the inconsistency is later revealed.
Lost trust, hurt credibility, and allegations of deceit can easily result. Yet
stressing different aspects or characterizations of the same situation to
different audiences can keep everyone in the game, perhaps long enough to
develop a mutually valuable agreement.

In some cases, however, any words in an explicit agreement will be too
many, yet a tacit agreement may produce the desired result. As détente took
root, Jewish emigration from the Soviet Union (sought by the Nixon



administration) was increasingly permitted, even though “No formal
requests were made and no formal responses were given.”10 Anwar Sadat
was quite willing to clear the Suez Canal after hostilities had ended if this
action could be portrayed as his own independent decision and “if Israel
would only stop demanding it.”11 Tacit agreements of this kind can be helpful
when the fact of an agreement could be costly, perhaps activating opponents
and prompting a negative response.

Well-chosen words and actions, then, can serve as useful tools for the
sophisticated negotiator. With care, they can be artfully crafted or
constructively ambiguous. They may emphasize different aspects of an issue
to different parties or, by design, be completely absent from a tacit
agreement.

LESSON 14: Opt for secrecy with great care; while sometimes vital, it can
be a double-edged sword.

Henry Kissinger and Richard Nixon often opted for secrecy in negotiation,
both about what was being discussed and even the fact that a negotiation was
taking place. This choice was generally combined with centralization of
negotiations in the White House and Kissinger’s dominant role. As was the
case with the opening to China, secrecy offers a major potential advantage: it
can permit talks to proceed and options to be explored without alerting
domestic, political, or allied opponents who might delay or block the
initiative. If even holding negotiations would be controversial and they fail
in secret, that fact may never become public. By centralizing the process in
the White House, Kissinger could move quickly, avoiding what he often
regarded as cumbersome interagency processes.

Secrecy is often employed in sensitive corporate talks over mergers or
divestitures for similar reasons. Disclosure might signal that the entity is “in
play,” alert opponents who might block the deal (e.g., unions, government
officials), lead to sharp price changes, or demoralize operating units. If
agreement is reached in secret, however, it may well be a fait accompli once
revealed.

Secret processes do carry several potential costs. First, they risk being
discovered and denounced. This may embarrass and anger those who were
sidelined, including close allies and high officials and agencies normally
involved with the topics in question. If previously secret talks become
public, resentful agencies may withhold active support and find ways to



snipe at or even subvert results. Secret negotiations over public and
diplomatic issues may also violate norms of transparency, democratic
accountability, and legitimacy.

Going it alone, in secret, can also mean losing the advantages of the
expertise that resides in excluded agencies and departments. Negotiating in a
public front channel with secret back-channel talks under way could lead to
damaging confusion and contradiction on all sides, especially when the right
hand does not know what the left hand is doing (or even that there is a left
hand). And if a widespread expectation develops that the only “real” talks
are being held somewhere else, in secret, then normal negotiations may be
hobbled by the belief that they are likely a sham.

Kissinger’s experience aptly demonstrates both the advantages and
disadvantages of opting for secrecy and a centralized process. Reviewing it
can usefully inform judgment about this important tactical choice.

LESSON 15: Be relentlessly persistent.

With an intellectual secretary of state such as Henry Kissinger, it is tempting
to ascribe negotiating success to conceptual breakthroughs. We have amply
demonstrated how well-crafted strategies can surmount high barriers to
agreement. Yet Kissinger’s experience, along with that of many top
negotiators, reminds us that dogged persistence often provides the essential
ingredient linking strategy with results. Whether it was the three years of the
Paris talks, the two years toward the SALT agreement, or the twenty-six Tel
Aviv–Damascus round trips in thirty-five days, the willingness to
intelligently grind away, moving the disparate pieces of an agreement into
alignment, must stand as one of the key lessons in negotiation from Henry
Kissinger.

* * *

Reviewing these fifteen lessons from Henry Kissinger’s negotiations, we
observe that they apply well beyond the era when he served in government.
True, much has changed: a Cold War–dominated, two-superpower world has
become increasingly multipolar; nonstate actors play more significant roles;
and cross-border challenges ranging from climate change to organized crime



and potentially destabilizing financial flows are on the increase. More
generally, to employ Anne Marie Slaughter’s useful mixed metaphor, the
global “chessboard” is now enmeshed in many connected webs.12 Yet,
looking with care over the negotiation lessons we have extracted, from the
strategic to the tactical, we see that they are not specific to a particular
diplomatic era, or even to diplomacy at all. To apply these general lessons,
of course, the relevant circumstances (the context, the parties, how they see
their interests, and so on) must properly be taken into account.

At the same time, effective diplomacy, then and now, requires far more
than effective negotiation (e.g., representing one’s home country, building
mutual understanding and support for the policies of one’s government,
gathering and evaluating information, and developing insight into another
country’s culture, politics, and government). Though diplomacy
encompasses much more than negotiation, negotiation remains an essential
component. In this aspect, insights from Kissinger’s dealmaking continue to
offer useful guidance.

While diplomacy extends well beyond negotiation, negotiation
obviously extends well beyond diplomacy, into business, finance, law, public
policy, and elsewhere. Based on our research and experience in these realms,
we can confidently assert that the strategic and tactical lessons extracted
from Kissinger’s high-level dealmaking offer valuable guidance. Despite
their diplomatic origins in the world of almost a half century ago, these
lessons can continue to inform the negotiators of today who seek worthy
agreements in the face of complex and daunting challenges.

RECAP: Key Lessons from Kissinger the Negotiator

Core aspects of effective negotiation:
 

1. Zoom out to your strategy; zoom in to your counterpart—and
continually bring both views into alignment.

2. Evaluate and reevaluate your fundamental premises.
3. Develop deep familiarity with the subject of your negotiation—or make

sure that your team possesses this knowledge.

Zooming out to a strategic vantage:
 



1. Take the long view.
2. Adopt a wide-angle perspective.
3. Be realistic: track the deal/no-deal balance.
4. Don’t regard the elements of a negotiation as fixed; where useful, seek

game-changing moves to favorably tilt the deal/no-deal balance.
5. Evaluate the potential for a multifront negotiation campaign to achieve

your target deal, paying special attention to the “home front.”
6. Develop multiparty insight and dexterity: coalition dynamics,

sequencing, and information.

Zooming in to the tactical and interpersonal aspects of the
negotiation process:

 

1. Think strategically, act opportunistically.
2. Be both empathetic and assertive: strive to understand your

counterpart’s perspective, and demonstrate this understanding as you
build rapport and relationships—while asserting your own needs and
interests.

3. Reconsider the traditional “start high, concede slowly” approach to
negotiation.

4. Cultivate the fine art of wordsmithing; “constructive ambiguity” can be
useful but carries risks; “tacit bargaining” can be a valuable option.

5. Opt for secrecy with great care; while sometimes vital, it can be a
double-edged sword.

6. Be relentlessly persistent.
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