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 After the Chinese revolution in 1949, the US did not recognize its communist 

government. President Nixon was interested in changing the relations between both 

countries, and also exploiting the possibility of the new adversarial Sino-Russian 

relationship. Besides the traditional conflict between Washington and Beijing, the 

Vietnam War and the US intrusion into Cambodia and Laos complicated matters. 

               The initial contact was a letter to the US military attaché to France, General 

Walters. In the letter, Henry Kissinger instructed him not to hand over the note but to 

read the letter to his contact at the Chinese Embassy in Paris. The text included a 

proposal on the issues to be discussed from the bilateral Washington-Beijing relations to 

the Vietnam War, Cambodia, Laos and even Taiwan.
173

 

 The initial contact was followed by a secret meeting on September 27, 1970 in 

Paris between Henry Kissinger and �-�H�D�Q���6�D�L�Q�W�H�Q�\�����D���)�U�H�Q�F�K���G�L�S�O�R�P�D�W�����$�W���6�D�L�Q�W�H�Q�\�¶�V��

apartment, both diplomats discussed the political and military situation in Vietnam, 

Cambodia and Communist China. Jean Sainteny agreed to establish a back channel 

communication with the Chinese Ambassador in Paris, Huang Chen.  Huang Chen was 

one of the only two ambassadors who were members of the Chinese central committee. 

This fact assured Kissinger that the message would reach decision makers in Beijing. 

Jean Sainteny also confirmed that Mr. Bujon, the French Ambassador in Vietnam, stated 

                                                           
173 Kissinger, Henry; Memorandum for t�Z�����W�Œ���•�]�����v�š���(�Œ�}�u���<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�W���^���}�v�š�����š���Á�]�š�Z���š�Z�������Z�]�v���•���V�_��
�<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�[�•���^�����Œ���š���d�Œ�]�‰���š�}�����Z�]�v���X���~�^���‰�š�X���í�î�U���í�õ�ó�ì�V���������o���•�•�]�(�]�������}�v���:���v�µ���Œ�Ç���ð�U���î�ì�ì�î�•�V���t���•�Z�]�v�P�š�}�v�W���E���š�]�}�v���o��
Security Archives.  
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�W�K�D�W���&�K�L�Q�D���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���W�R���M�R�L�Q���W�K�H���8�1�����7�K�H�\���D�O�V�R���G�H�V�L�J�Q�D�W�H�G���5�L�F�K�D�U�G���6�P�\�V�H�U���D�V���6�D�L�Q�W�H�Q�\�¶�V��

contact for secret messages directed at Kissinger.
174

 

 Another opportunity was seized during the private meeting between President 

Nixon and Pakistan President Yahya Khan at the United Nations in October 1970. 

Besides discussing bilateral US-Pakistan aid negotiations, tension between Pakistan and 

India, and the situation in the Middle East, Nixon delivered a message to the Chinese 

Premier Chou En-lai through President Khan. He also suggested Paris as the venue for 

the secret talks and that he considered establishing a high-level contact with China. Nixon 

reiterated the importance of secrecy in the initial dialogue with the Chinese.
175

 

 On October 27, 1970 another secret meeting was held between Henry Kissinger 

and the communist President of Romania, Nicolai Ceausescu. Held at the Blair House in 

Washington, the meeting was to clarify the US diplomatic position for Ceausescu to 

convey to Beijing. The private discussion covered the possibility of a coalition 

government in South Vietnam, and the US desire to establish diplomatic communications 

with Communist China. In the meeting Ceausescu also agreed to convey any message 

from Beijing to Washington.
176

 

                                                           
174 �<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�U���,���v�Œ�Ç�V���D���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���}�(�����}�v�À���Œ�•���š�]�}�v�W���^�D�����š�]�v�P���<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�l�^���]�v�š��ny; (Sept. 27, 1970; 
Declassified January 3, 2002) Washington: National Security Archives. 

175 Kissinger, Henry. Memorandum of Conversation: Meeting between President Nixon and Pakistan 
President Yahya Khan.; (October 25, 1970; Declassified on May 9, 2001) Washington: national Security 
Archive. 

176 �<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�U���,���v�Œ�Ç�X���D���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���(�Œ�}�u���<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ���š�}���E�]�Æ�}�v�W���^�<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�[�•�����}�v�À���Œ�•���š�]�}�v���Á�]�š�Z���W�Œ���•�]�����v�š��
�������µ�•���•���µ�V�_���~�K���š�}�����Œ���î�ó�U���í�õ�ó�ì�V���������o���•�•�]�(�]�������}�v���D���Ç���õ�U���î�ì�ì�í�•�V���t���•�Z�]�v�P�š�}�v�W���E���š�]�}�v���o���^�����µ�Œ�]�š�Ç�����Œ���Z�]�À���•�X 
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�7�K�H���Q�H�[�W���P�H�V�V�D�J�H���Z�D�V���F�R�Q�Y�H�\�H�G���W�R���+�H�Q�U�\���.�L�V�V�L�Q�J�H�U���I�U�R�P���3�D�N�L�V�W�D�Q�¶�V���<�D�K�\�D���.�K�D�Q����

The message was delivered by Pakistan Ambassador in Washington Agha Hilaly. The 

secret message came from the Chinese Premier Chou En-Lai. Chou En-Lai explained that 

Mao welcomed t�K�H���S�R�V�V�L�E�L�O�L�W�\���R�I���D���P�H�H�W�L�Q�J���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���E�R�W�K���F�R�X�Q�W�U�L�H�V�¶���U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�Y�H�V�����7�K�H��

Chinese leader also welcomed a high level talk to discuss improving relations and the 

modalities of th�H���Q�H�J�R�W�L�D�W�L�R�Q�V�����3�U�H�V�L�G�H�Q�W���<�D�K�\�D�¶s personal comment was a favorable 

appraisal of the Chinese intentions during his visit to Beijing.
177

   

In another meeting with the Romanian Ambassador to the US, Corneliu Bogdan, 

Henry Kissinger relayed another secret message for the Chinese Premier Chou En-Lai. 

He expressed the willingness to discuss the whole range of Sino-American issues 

including the problem of Taiwan. He also affirmed that the degree of US military 

presence in Asia was related to the degree of tension in that region. This meant that the 

US would reduce its military presence as the tension diminishes in the region.
178

 

The Deputy Assistant to Kissinger, General Alexander Haig again contacted 

General Vernon Walters in Paris. He instructed the US Military Attaché to transmit 

�.�L�V�V�L�Q�J�H�U�¶�V���Q�R�W�H���W�R���W�K�H���)�U�H�Q�F�K���'�L�S�O�R�P�D�W���-�H�D�Q���6�D�L�Q�W�H�Q�\�����7�R���P�D�L�Q�W�D�L�Q authenticity and 

discretion, he was to read the letter only, and once Sainteny arranged the meeting with 

�&�K�L�Q�H�V�H���$�P�E�D�V�V�D�G�R�U���+�X�D�Q�J���&�K�H�Q�����K�H���Z�R�X�O�G���D�O�V�R���U�H�D�G���.�L�V�V�L�Q�J�H�U�¶�V���Q�R�W�H���W�R���W�K�H���&�K�L�Q�H�V�H��

                                                           
177 Kissinger, Henry; �D���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���(�}�Œ���W�Œ���•�]�����v�š���E�]�Æ�}�v�W���^���Z�]�v���•�������}�u�u�µ�v�]�•�š���/�v�]�š�]���š�]�À���V�_���~���������u�����Œ���õ�U��
1970; Declassified on January 3, 2002); Washington: National Security Archives.  

178 �<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�U���,���v�Œ�Ç�V���D���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���}�(�����}�v�À���Œ�•���š�]�}�v�W���^�D�����š�]�v�P�������š�Á�����v���<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�����v�����Z�}�u���v�]���v��
Ambassador ���}�Œ�v���o�]�µ�����}�P�����v�V�_���~�:���v�µ���Œ�Ç���î�õ�U���í�õ�ó�í�V���������o���•�•�]�(�]�������}�v���:���v�µ���Œ�Ç���í�í�U���î�ì�ì�î�•�V���t���•�Z�]�v�P�š�}�v�W��
National Security Archives. 



138 

 

 

 

diplomat. Kissinger reminded Sainteny of the need to maintain secrecy with the 

exception of briefing French President Georges Pompidou. Henry Kissinger also 

requested a secret meeting with Ambassador Huang Chen in Paris.
179

 

Another message from Kissinger was delivered to Pakistan President Khan by US 

Ambassador to Pakistan Joseph Farland. Kissinger wanted Khan to prepare all the 

technical detail for the secret trip to China for a secret meeting with Chou En-Lai. It 

basically confirmed to the Chinese Ambassador in Pakistan that President Nixon agreed 

that direct high level negotiations were necessary to resolve the issues dividing both 

countries. Nixon authorized Kissinger to discuss the possibility for a presidential visit to 

Beijing, and the preliminary exchange on all issues of mutual interest. Nixon also 

suggested that the �S�U�H�F�L�V�H���G�H�W�D�L�O�V���R�I���+�H�Q�U�\���.�L�V�V�L�Q�J�H�U�¶�V���W�U�L�S���E�H���V�W�U�L�F�W�O�\���V�H�F�U�H�W��180
  

During the secret meeting on July 9, 1971, between Henry Kissinger and the 

Chinese Premier Chou En-Lai, many outstanding issues were discussed; Vietnam, 

Cambodia, Laos, Korea, the possibility of the Japanese expansionism, tension between 

India and Pakistan, arms control with the Soviet Union and bilateral US-China relations.  

Kissinger and Chou En-Lai also discussed the move toward a pacific coexistence 

agreement. 

                                                           
179 �,���]�P�U�����o���Æ���v�����Œ�X���D���•�•���P�����(�Œ�}�u���,���]�P���š�}���t���o�š���Œ�•�V���^�>���š�š���Œ���š�}���D�Œ�X���:�����v���^���]�v�š���v�Ç���(�Œ�}�u���<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�V�_���~���‰�Œ�]�o���î�ó�U��
1971; Declassified on January 4, 2002); Washington: National Security Archives.  

180 �<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�U���,���v�Œ�Ç�X���D���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���(�}�Œ���š�Z�����W�Œ���•�]�����v�š�V���^�D�����š�]�v�P�������š�Á�����v���<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�����v�������u�����•�•�����}�Œ��
�&���Œ�o���v���W�_���~�D���Ç���í�ñ�U���í�õ�ó�í�V���������o���•�•�]�(�]�������}�v���:���v�µ���Œ�Ç���ï�U���î�ì�ì�î�•�V���t���•�Z�]�v�P�š�}�v�W���E���š�]�}�v���o���^�����µ�Œ�]�š�Ç�����Œ���Z�]�À���X�� 
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In the negotiations, to appease Chinese leaders, Henry Kissinger confirmed that 

�W�K�H���8�Q�L�W�H�G���6�W�D�W�H�V���Z�R�X�O�G���Q�R�W���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���D���³�W�Z�R���&�K�L�Q�D���S�R�O�L�F�\���´���7�K�L�V���P�H�D�Q�W���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���8�6��

considered Taiwan as a part of mainland China but both Chinese territories needed to 

negotiate a peaceful political settlement for unification. He also reiterated that there 

would be no American support of the Taiwanese independence movement. The United 

States would not support any military invasion of Taiwan by mainland China either. 

In the discussion over the Vietnam War, Kissinger also briefed Chou En-Lai on 

the secret negotiations in Paris with North Vietnamese for a US withdrawal from South 

Vietnam. This plan included the release of all prisoners and the application of the Geneva 

Accord of 1954. The proposition also included the withdrawal of all foreign troops such 

as South Korean and Australian troops. Kissinger also suggested that the withdrawal 

from Cambodia/Laos civil wars were considered international matters as long as there 

was a presence of North Vietnamese troops in those countries. To calm Chinese fears, 

Kissinger also confirmed that the United States would not support a nuclear Japan, and 

would secretly communicate to China of any arms control deal with the Soviet Union.
181

 

The discussion culminated with the invitation of President Nixon to China. The 

modalities for the Mao-Nixon Summit were laid out. The issues discussed, between 

Kissinger and Chou En-Lai, were to serve as part of the presidential negotiation. A joint 

communiqué was drafted to be announced when the National Security Advisor goes back 

to Washington. Many issues were discussed. Some were agreed upon in principles and 

                                                           
181 Kissinger, Henry; M���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���}�(�����}�v�À���Œ�•���š�]�}�v�V���^�^�����Œ���š���D�����š�]�v�P�������š�Á�����v���<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�����v�������Z�}�µ�����v-�>���]�V�_��
(July 9, 1971; Declassified on May 9, 2001); Washington: National Security Archive.  
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there was disagreement upon matters of timing and understanding of events. It was 

expected that President Nixon would find more points of agreement during his visit to 

Beijing. It was agreed that there were no preconditions to the Nixon-Mao Summit. The 

two leaders were to elaborate on the issues already discussed by Kissinger and Chou En-

Lai.
182

 What followed were the announcement of the Presi�G�H�Q�W�¶�V���W�U�L�S���W�R���&�K�L�Q�D���D�Q�G���O�D�W�H�U��

the re-establishment of US diplomatic relations with China. 

 

(IV)-D1- Analysis of the of US secret negotiations with China 

a)- Organization of the Negotiations 

�3�U�L�R�U���W�R���W�K�H���1�L�[�R�Q�¶�V���&�K�L�Q�D���L�Q�L�W�L�D�W�L�Y�H���L�Q���������������G�H�V�S�L�W�H���W�K�H���Q�R�Q-recognition of 

communist China by the United States, both countries were engaged in official 

negotiations at the ambassadorial level for sixteen years with a total of one hundred and 

thirty six meetings from 1954 to 1970. They used both the Geneva and the Warsaw 

venues to communicate.
183

 The early efforts with official negotiations went nowhere. Due 

to tensions between Beijing and Moscow, the United States and China reverted to secret 

diplomacy to address their differences with the hope of reaching diplomatic 

normalization.  

                                                           
182 Ibid. Kissinger, Henry; Memorandum of Conversation 

183 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sino-American_relations#Relations_frozen 
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An important fact about the organization of secret negotiations was that all 

exploratory and preparatory steps were handled within the National Security Council 

under Henry Kissinger. Neither the State Department nor its chief, the State Secretary 

William Rogers were brought in the diplomatic process. But Kissinger included certain 

US Ambassadors and some State Department Officials in the secret process. And all the 

diplomatic decisions were made by either President Nixon or National Security Advisor 

Henry Kissinger. 

The importance of the third party intermediaries in the China initiative was 

remarkable. Kissinger used different back channel intermediaries such as French 

diplomat Jean Sainteny to coordinate the negotiations in Paris. The French diplomat 

served as intermediary between Kissinger and the Chinese Ambassador in France. Nixon 

and Kissinger also used their friendship to Pakistan President Khan and Romanian 

President Ceausescu to communicate with Chinese communist leaders. The Romanian 

ambassador in the US was also used as intermediary between Kissinger and Romania 

President Ceausescu. The enlisting of third parties intermediaries added another 

controversy to secret diplomacy since foreign officials were briefed while not even the 

US Chief diplomat, State Secretary William Rogers was included. 

 

b)- The Role of Secrecy 

It took almost thirty years before the diplomatic archives of the China initiative 

became available. The main reason for secret negotiations was later explained to the US 
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C�R�Q�J�U�H�V�V���E�\���1�L�[�R�Q���K�L�P�V�H�O�I�����³�:�H���F�R�X�O�G���Q�R�W���U�L�V�N���D�G�Y�D�Q�F�H���S�X�E�O�L�F���G�L�V�F�O�R�V�X�U�H���R�I���W�K�H�V�H��

conversations whose outcome we could not predict. This would have risked 

disillusionment by inflating expectations which we could not be certain of meeting. And 

it would have created pressures on both the Chinese and the American sides, forcing both 

of us to take public positions which could only have frozen discussions before they 

�E�H�J�D�Q���´184
 

Secrecy served a strategic goal in an offensive diplomatic strategy. This meant 

that back channel was used for a strategic goal of drastically changing the situation of 

Sino-American diplomatic relations while readjusting the international balance of power 

between the Western and Eastern Blocs. Besides this embrace of secret diplomacy as a 

diplomatic necessity, Nixon and Kissinger took into consideration major political 

concerns. At the domestic level, they wanted to avoid open opposition from Cold War 

conservatives in America, and the pro-Taiwan lobby. They also wanted to negotiate 

outside of the State Department control and its bureaucracy which they regarded as slow. 

At the bilateral level, they wanted to overcome distrust between China and the US by 

establishing confidentiality, and minimize the cost of failure if the negotiations did not 

succeed. At the international level, they wanted to exploit the Sino-Russian rift through 

                                                           
184 US Foreign Policy for the 1970s; A Report to Congress by Richard Nixon; February 9, 1972; Washington: 
�'�}�À���Œ�v�u���v�š���W�Œ�]�v�š�]�v�P���K�(�(�]�����U���í�õ�ó�î�V���‰�‰�X�ï�ï�V���/�v�����Z���Œ�}�v���<�o�]���u���v�[�•���^�š���š�����Œ���(�š���]�v���š�Z���������Œ�l�W���/�•�Œ�����o�[�•���W�Œ�����š�]�������}�(��
Quiet Diplomacy; pp.21 
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diplomacy, and avoid explaining the administration diplomatic actions to allies and other 

foreign governments.
185

 

Kissinger also emphasized the importance of secret communication which could 

be held without outside pressure or questions of national prestige. They seized on the fact 

that there was no long-term clashing interests between the US and China. In the process, 

Henry Kissinger ordered the stop of the on-going ambassadorial negotiations in Warsaw. 

This was to keep control of the whole negotiating process. It was due to the fear that the 

Soviets could easily access any secret information from Poland.
186

 It was also a judgment 

call to prevent any leak or obstruction by the Soviets. 

To create a level of confidentiality and trust, President Nixon revealed to Chou 

En-Lai that the United States was engaged in secret negotiations with the Soviet Union 

for the limitation of the deployment of anti-ballistic missile systems. And that the US 

�Z�R�X�O�G���Q�R�W���F�R�Q�F�O�X�G�H���D�Q�\���D�J�U�H�H�P�H�Q�W���Z�K�L�F�K���Z�R�X�O�G���E�H���G�L�U�H�F�W�H�G���D�J�D�L�Q�V�W���W�K�H���3�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V��

Republic of China.
187

  

During the back channel negotiations, Premier Chou En-Lai made a gesture of 

public diplomacy. He invited the US table tennis team with some US journalists to 

                                                           
185 �<�o�]���u���v�U�����Z���Œ�}�v�X���^�š���š�����Œ���(�š���]�v���š�Z���������Œ�l�W���/�•�Œ�����o�[�•���W�Œ�����š�]�������}�(���Y�µ�]���š�����]�‰�o�}�u�����Ç�X���~���}�µ�o�����Œ�U�����}�o�}�Œ�����}�W��
Westview Press, 1988), 23. 

186 �<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�U���,���v�Œ�Ç�V���D���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���}�(�����}�v�À���Œ�•���š�]�}�v�W���^�D�����š�]�v�P�������š�Á�����v���<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�����v�����Z�}�u���v�]���v��
���u�����•�•�����}�Œ�����}�Œ�v���o�]�µ�����}�P�����v�V�_���~January 29, 1971; Declassified on January 11, 2002); Washington: 
National Security Archive. 

187 �<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�U���,���v�Œ�Ç�X���D���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���}�(�����}�v�À���Œ�•���š�]�}�v�W���^�E�]�Æ�}�v-Chou En-Lai-�<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�V�_���~�&�����Œ�µ���Œ�Ç���î�ð�U���í�õ�ó�î�V��
Declassified on 05/30/2003); Washington: National Security Archives.  
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Beijing as sign of a new page in Sino-American relations. He hoped to show the Chinese 

desire to improve relations with the US, and the drive for international recognition and 

admission to the United Nations. He still kept the secrecy about the ongoing back channel 

communication with the US.  

President Nixon reciprocated the public gesture by asking the White House Press 

Secretary to release a statement that the US was prepared to improve contact between 

American people and Chinese people. He meant to expedite visas for Chinese visitors to 

the US. He also suggested a relaxed currency control to allow the use of US dollars by 

the PRC. Nixon also lifted restriction on American oil companies which prevented them 

from providing fuel to Chinese civilian cargoes. These public gestures provided a trustful 

atmosphere for the on-going secret negotiations.
188

 In his response, Chou En-Lai 

�F�R�Q�I�L�U�P�H�G���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���Z�H�U�H���S�U�H�S�D�U�H�G���W�R���P�D�L�Q�W�D�L�Q���V�W�U�L�F�W���V�H�F�U�H�F�\���L�Q���U�H�J�D�U�G���W�R���.�L�V�V�L�Q�J�H�U�¶�V���W�U�L�S��

and considered secrecy as essential to the potential success of the meeting.  

In the negotiations Henry Kissinger also reminded Chou En-Lai of the need for 

�H�[�W�U�H�P�H���V�H�F�U�H�F�\���V�R���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���F�R�X�O�G���P�H�H�W���³�X�Q�H�Q�F�X�P�E�H�U�H�G���E�\���E�X�U�H�D�X�F�U�D�F�\�����I�U�H�H���I�U�R�P���W�K�H��

�S�D�V�W�����D�Q�G���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���J�U�H�D�W�H�V�W���S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H���O�D�W�L�W�X�G�H���´ This meant the establishment of a secure 

channel of communication which was direct and discreet and within the control of 

President Nixon and Chairman Mao. 

                                                           
188 �E�]�Æ�}�v�U���Z�]���Z���Œ���X���^�š���š���u���v�š�����Ç���W�Œ���•�]�����v�š���E�]�Æ�}�v�W���^���]�‰�o�}�u�����Ç���Á�]�š�Z�����Z�]�v���V�_���~���‰�Œ�]�o���í�ð�U���í�õ�ó�í�•�V���t���•�Z�]�v�P�š�}�v�W��
National Security Archive; 
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As a side note to the fruitful discussion, secret negotiations also allowed Henry 

Kissinger to plead for the release of four Americans sentenced to prison in China. He did 

not want to discuss the circumstance of their arrest. But he merely requested an act of 

mercy from the part of the Chinese government to pardon the convicted. The US 

diplomat reaffirmed that he was just asking for a favor as a sign of good faith in the 

potential of the new Sino-American friendship.
189

 The nature of the private negotiation 

contributed to this request without political implications. 

�7�K�H���1�L�[�R�Q�¶�V���&�K�L�Q�D���L�Q�L�W�L�D�W�L�Y�H���Z�D�V���D���F�D�V�H��of diplomatic necessity. This was a case 

where secret diplomacy allowed the US to negotiate with a nation which did not have 

diplomatic relations, and not even recognized by the United Sates. Among many reasons, 

the US President felt the need for secrecy due to the type of hostility, the legal status of 

the Sino-American relationship, the type of communication needed, and other 

circumstances such as war and diplomatic misunderstanding.  

 

c)- Government Particularities 

Many of the reasons that led to the secrecy in the negotiations were also part of 

the main reasons why the people and the elected officials were not brought in. This was 

also one of the main characteristics of the Nixon foreign policy implementations. Before 

the agreement, Nixon and Kissinger could not justify to Americans that they intend to 

                                                           
189 �<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�U���,���v�Œ�Ç�X���^�D���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���}�(�����}�v�À���Œ�•���š�]�}�v�W���<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ-Chou En-�>���]�V�_���~�:�µ�o�Ç���í�í�U���í�õ�ó�í�V���������o���•�•�]�(�]������
on 05/09/2001); Washington: National Security Archives;  
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antagonize the Soviet Union by initiating a rapprochement with communist China. There 

was a public mistrust of the Chinese communist government and a major opposition in 

the US Congress would have prevented any chance of diplomatic breakthrough. 

Upon his return to Washington, Henry Kissinger did report to a few newsmen the 

key points of his trip to Beijing, without elaborating on the substance of the negotiations. 

This was not to abide by any democratic pr�L�Q�F�L�S�O�H�V���R�U���U�H�V�S�H�F�W���I�R�U���W�K�H���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���U�L�J�K�W���W�R��

know. This was mainly to control the information available to the people and the press. It 

was a measure to suppress any possible rumor or leaks.  

President Nixon and his Advisor Henry Kissinger were by character very prone to 

secrecy. Nixon had resentment of the press and even of the functional democratic 

process. Nixon kept secrecy from the press, from his political allies and Party, from the 

members of his own administration, and even from his own Secretary of States William 

Rogers.
190

 Nixon mistrusted almost everyone, except his right hand diplomat Henry 

Kissinger. The success of the secret negotiations with China overshadowed the fact that 

the process was non-democratic.  

Secrecy was maintained throughout the process, and the secret negotiations 

reached its intended goal of US-China rapprochement. The internal secrecy within the 

government and even within the Nixon administration was highly condemned during the 

                                                           
190 �<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�U���,���v�Œ�Ç�X���D���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���š�}���W�Œ���•�]�����v�š���E�]�Æ�}�v�V���^�D�}�•���}�Á���d�Œ�]�‰�V�_���~���‰�Œ�]�o���í�ó�U���í�õ�ó�î�V���������o���•�•�]�(�]�������}�v��
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�3�U�H�V�L�G�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�H�D�F�K�P�H�Q�W���K�H�D�U�L�Q�J���L�Q���&�R�Q�J�U�H�V�V���L�Q��������4. But one needs to understand that 

the actual impeachment was due to the Watergate scandal at the domestic policy level. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five 

(V)- Secret Diplomacy and Franco-American National Securities  

 

 In 1783, George Washington stated in the Pennsylvania Gazette�����³�,���F�D�Q�Q�R�W��

hesitate to contribute my best endeavors towards the establishment of national security in 

�Z�K�D�W�H�Y�H�U���P�D�Q�Q�H�U���W�K�H���V�R�Y�H�U�H�L�J�Q���S�R�Z�H�U���P�D�\���W�K�L�Q�N���S�U�R�S�H�U���W�R���G�L�U�H�F�W���´191
 This statement 

suggested the long tradition of the extent to which political leaders are willing to take for 

the protection of national security. �1�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���6�H�F�X�U�L�W�\���L�V���W�K�H���D�E�L�O�L�W�\���W�R���S�U�H�V�H�U�Y�H���W�K�H���Q�D�W�L�R�Q�¶�V��

physical integrity and territory; to maintain its economic relations with the rest of the 

world on reasonable terms; to protect its nature, institutions, and governance from 

                                                           
191 The Oxford English Dictionary; 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/125287?redirectedFrom=national%20security#eid35384788 
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disruption from outside; and to control its borders.
192

 In other words, National security is 

the requirement to maintain the survival of the state through the use of diplomacy, 

military power projection, economic and political power.
193

 The use of diplomacy to 

facilitate or compel cooperation is part of foreign relations. Multiple measures are taken 

by the states to rally allies or confront threats in the protection of the national interest. 

 In the context of the dissertation, this chapter will explore the practice of secret 

diplomacy in the case of national security. In diplomatic cases ranging from the ABM 

Treaty negotiations, to the French request for US Assistance in nuclear development, the 

back channel approach had been the diplomatic choice.  

(V)-A- Secret Diplomacy and US National Security: the ABM Treaty 

Negotiations 

 

In the 1970s, one of the most important arms control treaty was the ABM Treaty 

of 1972. To address the arms race problem, President Nixon assigned a task force to 

analyze the possibility of a strategic arms limitation proposal to the Soviet Union. Henry 

Kissinger presented the findings on May 23, 1969. What followed was an interesting 

combination of front channel diplomacy with a back channel strategy component. 

In a Memorandum to President Nixon, National Security Advisor Henry 

Kissinger presented the study results which stated that a proposal which banned MIRVs 

                                                           
192 Brown, Harold. Thinking About National Security: Defense and Foreign Policy in a Dangerous World. 
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1983), 4. 

193 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_security 
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(Multiple Independently Targetable Reentry Vehicles) meant a decline in the US second 

strike capability or improved the Soviet second strike ability or both. The study also 

found that if the ABMs were banned, this would increase the Soviet second strike 

capability, but no advantage by striking first. Therefore a ABMs ban would be more in 

the Soviets interest than that of the United States.
194

 Nixon used those findings in the plan 

for the negotiation strategy with the Soviet Union.  

The official negotiations began in November 1969 in Helsinki, Finland. In the 

first meeting the diplomats discussed their views on strategic and defensive nuclear 

forces. The Chief Soviet negotiator was Vladimir Semenov who was assisted by Petr 

Pleshakov. The US chief negotiator was Gerard Smith, the Director of the Arms Control 

and Disarmament Agency. He was assisted by Ambassador Graham Parsons from the 

State department. While the official front channel negotiations were going on, and the 

talks were not making much progress, National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger opened 

a back channel negotiation with Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin. In their secret 

meeting on January 28, 1971, Kissinger and Dobrynin focused on negotiating an 

understanding on a separate ABM agreement and a freeze on the size of strategic nuclear 

forces.
195

 

                                                           
194 Kissinger, Hen�Œ�Ç�V���D���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���š�}���š�Z�����W�Œ���•�]�����v�š���E�]�Æ�}�v�V���^���v���o�Ç�•�]�•���}�(���^�š�Œ���š���P�]�������Œ�u�•���>�]�u�]�š���š�]�}�v��
�W�Œ�}�‰�}�•���o�•�V�_���~�D���Ç���î�ï�U���í�õ�ò�õ�V���������o���•�•�]�(�]�������}�v���:�µ�v�����î�õ�U���í�õ�õ�õ�•�V���t���•�Z�]�v�P�š�}�v�W���E���š�]�}�v���o���^�����µ�Œ�]�š�Ç�����Œ���Z�]�À���•�X 

195 �<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�U���,���v�Œ�Ç�V���^�D���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���}�(�����}�v�À���Œ�•���š�]�}�v�W���<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ-���}���Œ�Ç�v�]�v���D�����š�]�v�P�V�_���~January 28, 1971; 
Declassified on February 2, 2001); Washington: National Security Archives. 
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Kissinger and Dobrynin followed up with a phone conversation on May 11, 1971. 

Henry Kissinger and Dobrynin agreed on a separate ABM Agreement and a limitation of 

strategic weapons.
196

 Dobrynin suggested that any decisions on force freezes had to be 

handled after reaching the ABM agreement. Both also agreed that only after the 

agreement had been reached through the back channel that they would instruct their 

respective official negotiators to present the results in Helsinki and Vienna. 

Before receiving the instruction on future weapons technology, the official 

delegation completed drafts of an ABM agreement and the initial agreement on limiting 

strategic weapons. The draft included the limitation of test launchers, mobile ABMs, 

multiple ABMs, interceptor missiles and the transfer of ABMs to third countries.
197

 

To analyze the future ABM systems issue, Henry Kissinger presided over a 

�1�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���6�H�F�X�U�L�W�\���&�R�X�Q�F�L�O�¶�V���F�O�R�V�H�G���P�H�H�W�L�Q�J���R�Q���$�X�J�X�V�W���������������������.�L�V�V�L�Q�J�H�U���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���W�R��

explore the issue before submitting to Nixon for a decision. The working group had to 

weigh up on how the US National Security would be affected by such a limitation on 

ABM systems. At the end of the meeting, Kissinger opted for a complete prohibition of 

future ABM systems.
198

 

                                                           
196 �d�Œ���v�•���Œ�]�‰�š���}�(�����}�v�À���Œ�•���š�]�}�v�V���^���}���Œ�Ç�v�]�v-�<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ���W�Z�}�v�������}�v�À���Œ�•���š�]�}�v�V�_���~�D���Ç���í�í�U���í�õ�ó�í�•�V���������o���•�•�]�(�]�������}�v��
April 12, 2001; Washington: National Security Archive. 
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Declassified on January 6, 1999); Washington: National Security Archives. 
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In a secret back channel cable, the US chief negotiator Ambassador Gerard Smith 

also appealed personally to President Nixon to support the prohibition of future ABM 

Systems. He believed that both the United States and Soviet Union should limit all future 

ABM Systems, and not only the existing type of hardware. His rationale was that the 

prohibition could curb any future arms race with the Soviet Union.
199

 

On November 30, 1971, during the official negotiations in Vienna, the Soviet 

negotiator Aleksander Shchukin agreed on the ban of future AMB Systems.
200

 An 

important step was reached on January 7, 1972 when both sides agreed on multiple 

points. Ambassador Gerard Smith suggested putting the agreement in treaty format for 

�W�K�H�L�U���V�X�S�H�U�L�R�U�V�¶���D�S�S�U�R�Y�D�O�����7�K�H���V�X�J�J�H�V�W�L�R�Q���Z�D�V���Z�H�O�F�R�P�H�G���E�\���W�K�H���6�R�Y�L�H�W�V���Q�H�J�R�W�L�D�W�R�U�V�����%�X�W��

the Soviet negotiators were still split on the future ABM technology issue.
201

 

In a private conversation between Raymond Garthoff and Soviet negotiators 

Grinevski and Kishilov on April 14, 1972, both sides agreed not to transfer ABM 

Systems to other countries and not to deploy them outside their national borders. The 

agreement also included the types of ABM and the number of ABM sites. The agreement 

was reached in the airplane while flying back to Helsinki. Another private conversation 
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was held while riding a snowmobile on the Tundra in a cross-country ski camp.
202

 

Despite the understanding between the delegations, each side needed new instructions 

from their superiors. 

While some improvements were being made through the front channel, Kissinger 

was still having secret meetings with Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin. On April 17, 1972 

Henry Kissinger made a secret trip to Moscow. He met Soviet Leader Leonid Brezhnev 

and Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko. They discussed various issues such as the Nixon-

Brezhnev summit, Bilateral Trade, Vietnam War, European Security, and the ongoing 

ABM negotiations.  Before the secret trip, Kissinger was working through the back 

channel with Dobrynin to include the Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missiles in the 

SALT Agreement.
203

 Although this proposition gave an advantage to the Soviets in the 

number of submarines, the United States were compensated by acquiring launch bases in 

Western Europe. 

On the second day of the negotiations, Kissinger and Brezhnev discussed the 

Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty. Brezhnev suggested that each site could have an 

InterContinental Ballistic Missile site within the ABM site with one hundred interceptors 

deployed. They dealt with most of the issues necessary to reach an arms limitation 
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agreement.
204

 Kissinger also suggested a conference with the Soviets on the security of 

Europe, which would include major Western European countries. He also reiterated to 

Brezhnev the advantage of détente; the US was willing to improve trade with Russia and 

provide them with advanced technology.  

In the discussion about the ABM agreement, the decision was for the US and the 

Soviet Union to reduce the number of submarine launchers unilaterally. Since they could 

not force France and Great Britain to reduce their productions, the Soviets decided to 

adjust their numbers to match any increase by France and Great Britain. The Soviet 

leader also suggested bringing Secretary of State William Rogers into the secret talks, but 

Kissinger warned that doing so could bring publicity and leaks.
205

 The discussion also 

covered the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty and the size of the area that each country 

would protect under the agreement. The secret talks also covered the situation in Berlin, 

the possible change in leadership in West Germany, and the situation in East Germany 

and other European affairs. At the end of the meeting, Soviet Secretary-General Leonid 

Brezhnev took Henry Kissinger aside and they had another private discussion in which 

no record was made available.  

�%�H�I�R�U�H���1�L�[�R�Q�¶�V���R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O���W�U�L�S���W�R���0�R�V�F�R�Z�����+�H�Q�U�\���.issinger gave the President a 

summary report on the SALT negotiations. It contained what was negotiated secretly and 

the remaining issues to be addressed during the Nixon-Brezhnev summit. He also 
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included the agreements reached by the official delegation in Helsinki. President Nixon 

and Henry Kissinger went to Moscow on May 20, 1972.  Although the trip made the 

news, the discussions were private. Both sides included the official negotiators only on 

May 26, 1972 when the ABM Treaty and Interim Agreement on force freezes were 

signed. The treaty document was officially released to the press on June 13, 1972.  

 

(V)-A1- Analysis of the Secret Diplomacy behind the ABM Treaty 

a)- Organization of the Negotiations 

This diplomatic case is very significant as an illustration of the dual track 

diplomacy. The diplomatic process combined the open door diplomacy with a back door 

�F�K�D�Q�Q�H�O�����.�L�V�V�L�Q�J�H�U�¶�V���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q���Z�D�V���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O���F�K�D�Q�Q�H�O���Z�D�V���P�D�N�L�Q�J���V�O�R�Z���S�U�R�J�U�H�V�V���D�Q�G��

that the negotiations in Vienna and Helsinki might undercut the back channel approach. 

He wanted to control the process and manage the release of information without leaks.  

The ABM Treaty negotiations were more organized and structured than other 

�1�L�[�R�Q�¶�V���G�L�S�O�R�P�D�W�L�F���D�F�K�L�H�Y�H�P�H�Q�W�V�����7�K�H�U�H���Z�H�U�H���P�X�O�W�L�S�O�H���F�R�P�S�R�Q�H�Q�W�V���W�R��the process. There 

was an official delegation composed of diplomats and weapons experts handling the front 

channel negotiations in Vienna and Helsinki. The National Security Council also held 

closed meetings to evaluate the diplomatic progress and points of agreement. The State 

department was consulted in the official negotiation process, and some state department 

negotiators were involved as well. The Defense department was also involved in an 

advisory and weapons expertise capacity.  
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But secret talks were kept within the National Security Council under the 

leadership of Henry Kissinger. Kissinger consulted directly with Nixon on crucial 

decisions. He controlled all the secret diplomatic negotiations and participated in back 

channel communications with the Soviet leadership. He provided counsel to the official 

negotiators in Helsinki and Vienna as well. But the official negotiators in Helsinki and 

Vienna were not aware of the back channel process. 

 

b)- The Role of Secrecy 

The first documents related to the secret negotiations of the ABM Treaty were 

made available after twenty five years. The ABM secret negotiations used an offensive 

diplomatic strategy. Secrecy was used for a strategic goal of radical change on strategic 

weapons. This was an aggressive attempt to change the existing status of the arms race 

between the Soviet Union and the United States. Back door activities by Henry Kissinger 

were aimed at speeding the diplomatic process, increasing efficiency and multiplying the 

chances of reaching a breakthrough. The designation of Kissinger as the Special Secret 

Envoy provided an assurance to the Soviet leadership as to his ability to maintain secrecy 

and his overall trustworthiness in the back channels. 

The combination of both back and front channel diplomacy could also provide 

contradictions and confusion in negotiations. This was the case when the official 

negotiations stagnated on the issue of future ABM techniques, and the official negotiator 

Ambassador Graham Parsons sent a secret cable to obtain guidance from the State 
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Department whereas the true decision maker was Kissinger in the National Security 

Council. 

Ambassador Parsons wanted the contradiction between the State and Defense 

departments sorted out. The issue was whether to include future ABM technology in the 

proposal or not. This meant blocking any future weapons technology such as space-based 

laser weapons or land-based laser systems. Ambassador Parsons himself believed that the 

future weapons were not to be included in the treaty to make room for a special 

commission to look over the entire national security strategy. There was also a split in 

opinion within the state department.
206

 This was a problem that led to contradictions in 

the official negotiations. 

The proposals that Henry Kissinger secretly negotiated in Moscow were handed 

as instructions to the official US Negotiators in Helsinki. He also recommended that the 

official delegation add a request to include the ABM radars in the agreement. Most of 

�.�L�V�V�L�Q�J�H�U�¶�V���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���D�J�U�H�H�P�H�Q�W�V���W�K�U�R�X�J�K the back channel with Ambassador 

Dobrynin, Foreign Minister Gromyko and Leonid Brezhnev, were added to the official 

�Q�H�J�R�W�L�D�W�R�U�V�¶���D�J�H�Q�G�D�����.�L�V�V�L�Q�J�H�U���Z�D�V���D�V�V�L�V�W�H�G���E�\���V�R�P�H���R�I���W�K�H���1�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���6�H�F�X�U�L�W�\���&�R�X�Q�F�L�O��

Staff such as Ambassador John Negroponte and Senior Advisor Helmut Sonnenfeldt.  

Leonid Brezhnev, jokingly told Kissinger that the two of them could accomplish a 

lot through back channel diplomacy and if it were possible they could abolish their 
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Foreign Offices. This meant that the Soviet leader valued the back door diplomacy more 

than official negotiations.  Kissinger and Brezhnev agreed to keep most of their draft 

agreement in extreme secrecy to avoid possible leaks. They also agreed that some issues 

were not to be mentioned to their respective Foreign Affairs departments until the Nixon-

Brezhnev summit.
207

 

Secret negotiations also allowed Kissinger and Brezhnev to discuss the Vietnam 

War without outside pressure.  In private discussions Leonid Brezhnev provided some 

suggestion on the US troop withdrawal from Vietnam. He emphasized the need to halt 

�W�K�H���E�R�P�E�L�Q�J���W�R���U�H�D�F�K���D���G�L�S�O�R�P�D�W�L�F���D�J�U�H�H�P�H�Q�W���E�H�I�R�U�H���W�K�H���W�U�R�R�S���Z�L�W�K�G�U�D�Z�D�O�����1�L�[�R�Q�¶�V��

strategy was to continue negotiations while keeping up the bombing of North Vietnam. 

�1�L�[�R�Q�¶�V���P�D�L�Q���J�R�D�O���Z�D�V���W�K�H���³�9�L�H�W�Q�D�P�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�´���R�I���W�K�H���:ar, whereby the war would be left 

to South and North Vietnam without US troops.
208

 

Secrecy on ABM negotiations was a matter of consent. Both Kissinger and 

Brezhnev relied on back door negotiations to reach a diplomatic agreement. This meant 

that only the solutions that had been agreed upon through back door negotiations were to 

be included in the final draft of the treaty. All these details were to be handled before the 

                                                           
207 �<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�U���,���v�Œ�Ç�X���D���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���š�}���W�Œ���•�]�����v�š���E�]�Æ�}�v�V���^�<�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ-���Œ���Ì�Z�v���À���D�����š�]�v�P�V�_���~���‰�Œ�]�o���î�î�U���í�õ�ó�î�V��
Declassified on 07/07/1998); Washington: National Security Archives. 

208 Ibid. Kissinger. pp. 13 
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official Nixon-Brezhnev summit where both leaders were expected to sign the ABM 

treaty.
209

 

 

c)- Government Particularities 

The ABM Treaty back channel negotiations combined with front channel 

diplomacy did produce some confusion in the process. But, this case was a diplomatic 

success in the sense that secrecy was maintained throughout the whole negotiations and 

the parties reached an agreement. But questions remained whether a breakthrough could 

have been reached through front channel diplomacy. The official negotiations in Helsinki 

and Vienna helped to appease the elected officials in the US Congress and the people that 

actions were being taken to curb the arms race.  

The combination of back door and front door diplomacy leading to the ABM 

Treaty was necessary for many reasons. The United States, the Western allies and the rest 

of the world were concerned with the arms race between the United States and the Soviet 

Union. Therefore, the official negotiation provided some relief to domestic and 

�L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���J�U�R�X�S�V���W�K�D�W���³�V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J�´���Z�D�V���E�H�L�Q�J���G�R�Q�H���I�R�U���Z�R�U�O�G���V�W�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�����7�K�H���E�D�F�N���G�R�R�U��

diplomatic aspect was designed to reach a solid agreement through a process that allowed 

both Kissinger and Dobrynin and Brezhnev to be frank and direct without outside 

pressure. 

                                                           
209 K�]�•�•�]�v�P���Œ�U���,���v�Œ�Ç�X���D���u�}�Œ���v���µ�u���š�}���W�Œ���•�]�����v�š���E�]�Æ�}�v�V���^�^���>�d�����P�Œ�����u���v�š�V�_���~�D���Ç���í�õ�ó�î�V���������o���•�•�]�(�]�������}�v��
February 2, 1996); Washington: National Security Archives. 
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�7�K�H���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���U�L�J�K�W���W�R���N�Q�R�Z���Z�D�V���Q�R�W���R�E�V�H�U�Y�H�G���D�Q�G���G�H�P�R�F�U�D�W�L�F���S�U�L�Q�F�L�S�O�H�V���D�V���V�X�F�K��

were not the concern of the political leaders. As stated before, Nixon and Kissinger 

preferred to handle international issues through the back door diplomacy.  Secrecy was 

maintained, but the fact of keeping secret from other members of his own Cabinet, and 

others within the government brought a very negative image to the Nixon administration. 

This created a climate of mistrust between the President and the Press, and with the 

people in general. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(V)-B- Secret Diplomacy and French National Security: US Assistance 
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In addressing their national security capability, France engaged in a series of 

negotiations to obtain the assistance of the United States in the area of nuclear 

development. American and French diplomats and defense officials employed back 

channel diplomacy to handle the nuclear assistance issue. The initial reaction of the US 

administrations in the 1950s and 1960s was against any assistance to the French nuclear 

program. But in 1970 President Nixon reversed the policy of non-assistance to 

accommodate some of the French requests. 

At the time of the first French nuclear test in 1960, the US administration was 

mostly opposed to assisting France in nuclear weapons research. In 1957, the first French 

request was made towards the United Kingdom, when French Defense Minister Maurice 

Bourges-Maunoury requested British assistance, for the nuclear development program. 

The French request was discussed at a meeting in Bermuda between the US State 

Secretary John F. Dulles and British Foreign Secretary Selwyn Lloyd. Both the US and 

the UK were skeptical about providing nuclear assistance to France.
210

 But both Foreign 

Secretaries concluded that an open opposition to an ally such as France would be 

diplomatically dangerous. So they decided to handle the rejection issue secretly through 

back door diplomacy. 

The French request was made secretly to the UK and then to the US. In the US, 

the discussion between Defense Secretary Thomas Gates Jr., the Atomic Energy 

                                                           
210 Memorandum of Conversation between US State Secretary Dulles and UK Foreign Secretary Selwyn 
�>�o�}�Ç���W���^�����Œ�u�µ�������D�����š�]�v�P���]�v���í�õ�ñ�ó�V�_���~�D���Œ���Z���î�í-23, 1957; Declassified on January 6, 2006); Washington: 
National Security Archives & Wilson International Center. 






































































































































































































