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Recent Research Findings on Nixon/ Kissinger Foreign Policy:
Interpretations on Rapprochement

with China and Triangular Diplomacy

<Summary>

Ryo Sahashi

This paper reveals the recent research findings on the Nixon/Kissinger
foreign policy, on which many scholars kept their interests but found difficulty
in researching due to the limitation on archives available. Introducing recent
diplomatic-historical articles, the author discusses the research findings on
rapprochement with China and triangular diplomacy along with four pillars of
argument. (This paper does not trace the negotiation process, argue on Chinese
decision-making for rapprochement, or sketch post-Nixon-visit negotiations.)

First of all, the argument that triangular diplomacy benefits the U.S. in
its bilateral negotiation with the Soviet and peace negotiation on Indochina is
analyzed. To be sure, the Nixon administration believed the effect of triangular
diplomacy vis-a-vis the Soviet and China, but there is no strong evidence to
support the expected effect of triangular diplomacy on these negotiations. The
effect of other conditions, such as the concept of “decent intervals” and the
possible cease of air strikes, should be considered to evaluate that effect.

Secondly, this paper examines the Kissinger’s claim that throughout the
negotiations with Beijing the Taiwan question had been rarely discussed and
the U.S. did not change its stance. The declassified minutes of negotiations
apparently shows that “Taiwan” was crucial for their negotiations, while we
could see various interpretations on the question of “compromise” in Shanghai
communiqué. On the one hand, some emphasizes the merits by this, inserting
the phrase such as “diminishing the tension.” On the other hand, the U.S.

agrees that she “does not challenge” one China and withdraws her forces in
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Taiwan without Chinese promise on peaceful settlement on the Taiwan question.
In addition, the minutes reveals that Nixon and Kissinger assured Chinese
leaders of the U.S. opposition against Nationalist attacks on mainland, Taiwan
independence, and the rise of Japanese militarism and intervention into Taiwan.
They also privately stated the timetable for the withdrawal of the U.S. forces
from Taiwan and the process of normalization. These statements are not on the
communiqué. Nixon administration seems to consider that Taiwan problem could
be used to bargain with China for getting advantage of triangular diplomacy,
while Beijing did not change its stance on Taiwan.

The third pillar of argument is the statement that State Department was
excluded from the rapprochement process because it lacks strategically thinking.
The recent studies reveals that Bureau of East Asia had more pessimistic views
on the possibility of the change of Chinese foreign policy than White House
even after the Sino-Soviet border clashes in 1969. However, the other study also
tells us that State Department had gradually changed their estimates and Nixon
and Kissinger had approved their cautious stance for Warsaw Ambassadorial
talks. It is rather difficult to assert that State Department had been excluded
merely because of their cautiousness in China policy.

Finally, this thesis investigates the insistence that Nixon/Kissinger
diplomacy decisively breaks with the ideological thinking which has dominated
the Cold War administrations until then. In fact, Kissinger shared with the
past administrations the concept of credibility as the principle of the strategy,
persisted on getting leadership among western blocs, and kept intervening into
the periphery. Some argues the failure of détente was due to the chaos after
Watergate scandal and the rising power of Congress, but many also criticize
the limitation of Nixon-Kissinger détente architecture, such as not sharing the
objectives with the Soviet and China, respectively.

Other studies have been developed on the impacts of the U.S.
rapprochement with China on Taiwan, Japan, and international politics, and
on the collaboration between two capitals as “tacit allies”. One agenda yet to

be investigated is on how the Nixon and Ford administration had prepared for
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their normalization process with China after the Nixon visit. With such findings,
we could get the answer to the question whether the U.S.-China normalization
with the termination of the mutual defense treaty with Nationalist government
in Carter era was “slide” from Nixon era or “jump” by then-National Security

Advisor Zbigniew Brezinski.
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