
Henry Kissinger became one of the most powerful unelected officials in American 
history. He helped reopen relations with China, negotiated arms-control agreements with 
the Soviet Union, managed diplomacy during the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, and helped move 
the United States out of Vietnam. He also supported or tolerated secret bombing, 
authoritarian governments, coups, invasions, political repression, and policies that 
caused enormous civilian suffering. Admirers describe him as a brilliant strategist who 
understood power better than most American officials. Critics describe him as a war 
criminal who treated smaller countries as pieces on a global chessboard. Both views 
grow from the same characteristic: Kissinger believed international order was usually 
more important than justice inside any particular country. 

He was born Heinz Alfred Kissinger on May 27, 1923, in Fürth, Germany. His family was 
Jewish, and his father, Louis, worked as a schoolteacher. His mother, Paula, managed the 
household, while his younger brother, Walter, later became a successful businessman. 
The family considered itself thoroughly German before Adolf Hitler’s government 
declared that Jewish identity made full German belonging impossible. 

The Nazis came to power in 1933 when Kissinger was nine. Jewish children were 
harassed, excluded from organizations, attacked in public, and gradually pushed out of 
ordinary German life. His father lost his teaching position because he was Jewish. Young 
Heinz loved soccer but was banned from attending matches and participating freely with 
other German children. Laws turned neighbors into a superior racial category and 
transformed his family into outsiders inside their own country. 

In 1938, the Kissinger family escaped Germany and immigrated to the United States. 
They settled in Washington Heights, a New York neighborhood containing many German 
Jewish refugees. Several relatives who remained in Europe were later murdered during 
the Holocaust. Kissinger rarely presented his entire career as a direct psychological 
response to Nazi persecution, but the experience surrounded his thinking about power, 
disorder, national survival, and the danger of relying upon good intentions without 
physical strength. 

He adopted the name Henry and attended George Washington High School. He worked 
during the day in a shaving-brush factory and attended classes at night before studying 
accounting at City College of New York. His strong German accent remained throughout 
his life. Americans sometimes treated the accent as evidence of foreign sophistication, 
even though he had acquired much of his professional identity in the United States. 

The Army drafted him in 1943 during the Second World War. He became an American 
citizen while serving and was assigned to the Eighty-Fourth Infantry Division. His 
German language skills attracted the attention of Fritz Kraemer, an intellectual and Army 
officer who recognized his analytical ability. Kraemer helped move him into military 
intelligence and became an important early mentor. 



Kissinger returned to Germany with the United States Army and participated in 
intelligence, counterintelligence, and occupation work. He helped identify Nazi officials, 
investigate local political conditions, and establish civil administration in areas where the 
old government had collapsed. The experience placed a young Jewish refugee in 
authority inside the country that had driven out his family. It also showed him that 
destroying a government was easier than building a stable replacement. 

He received the Bronze Star for his wartime service. His role was not that of a famous 
battlefield commander, but he performed dangerous and useful intelligence work. He 
observed defeated German communities in which former Nazis, ordinary civilians, 
refugees, prisoners, and occupation forces had to coexist. The line between punishment 
and reconstruction became a practical problem rather than an abstract question. 

After the war, Kissinger entered Harvard University. He completed his undergraduate 
degree in 1950 and wrote an extremely long senior thesis examining the meaning of 
history through thinkers such as Immanuel Kant, Oswald Spengler, and Arnold Toynbee. 
Harvard later imposed a length limit on undergraduate theses, supposedly in response to 
the enormous manuscript. The story became part of the Kissinger legend: even as a 
student, he appeared intellectually ambitious and unwilling to accept ordinary limits. 

He earned a doctorate at Harvard in 1954. His dissertation examined the European 
settlement created after the Napoleonic Wars by leaders such as Austrian statesman 
Klemens von Metternich and British foreign secretary Lord Castlereagh. The work later 
became the book A World Restored. Kissinger admired how these officials had rebuilt a 
balance of power after years of revolutionary war. 

The Congress of Vienna did not create a morally pure Europe. Monarchies remained 
powerful, empires controlled subject populations, and democratic movements were often 
suppressed. Kissinger’s interest was that the settlement produced a relatively stable 
system among the major European powers. France, although defeated, was eventually 
included rather than permanently humiliated. A stable order required the major powers to 
view the system as legitimate enough that none believed destroying it was the only path 
forward. 

This became one of Kissinger’s central ideas. Peace did not arise because governments 
trusted or loved one another. It arose when power was balanced and each major state 
understood the limits of what it could safely attempt. A country’s internal morality 
mattered less to him than its external behavior. Democratic and authoritarian 
governments could both participate in a stable order if they respected the balance. 

This approach became known as realpolitik, although Kissinger did not invent it. 
Realpolitik begins with power, interest, geography, military capability, and political 
survival rather than moral declarations. It asks what governments are able and likely to 
do, not merely what they should do. This can protect leaders from idealistic disasters. It 



can also train them to treat torture, dictatorship, and mass death as secondary matters 
when committed by a strategically useful government. 

Kissinger joined Harvard’s faculty and became known as an expert on strategy and 
nuclear weapons. His 1957 book Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy argued that the 
United States needed options between complete peace and all-out nuclear destruction. 
He explored the possibility of limited nuclear war, believing that automatic dependence 
on massive retaliation reduced credibility. Critics warned that describing nuclear war as 
limited could make leaders more willing to begin something they could not control. 

The argument revealed his broader style. Kissinger searched for flexible choices that 
increased a leader’s bargaining power. If an enemy believed the United States would 
never use nuclear weapons because total war meant mutual destruction, the threat lost 
value. Creating smaller options might strengthen deterrence, but it also created the 
possibility that a supposedly limited exchange would escalate into catastrophe. 

He became an adviser to New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller, a moderate Republican 
who repeatedly sought the presidency. Kissinger initially criticized Richard Nixon and 
considered Rockefeller the better candidate. After Nixon won the 1968 election, however, 
Kissinger accepted an appointment as national security adviser. His ability to move from 
Nixon’s opponent into Nixon’s inner circle revealed both adaptability and ambition. 

The national security adviser works inside the White House and coordinates information 
reaching the president from the State Department, Defense Department, intelligence 
agencies, and military. Kissinger used the position to centralize foreign policy around 
himself and Nixon. He relied on secret channels, private meetings, and tightly controlled 
information. Cabinet officials sometimes discovered that important negotiations had 
occurred without their knowledge. 

Nixon and Kissinger shared distrust, secrecy, ambition, and a desire to control events 
personally. Nixon possessed the constitutional authority and made the final presidential 
decisions. Kissinger supplied strategy, negotiation, bureaucratic management, and an 
intellectual explanation for the administration’s actions. Attempts to place all 
responsibility on one man misunderstand the partnership; attempts to reduce Kissinger 
to a servant of Nixon ignore how much influence he accumulated. 

Vietnam immediately dominated the administration. The United States had entered the 
conflict gradually, supporting South Vietnam against communist North Vietnam and the 
southern insurgency known as the Viet Cong. By the time Nixon took office in 1969, more 
than half a million American military personnel were in Vietnam. The war had killed vast 
numbers of Vietnamese people and divided the United States. 

Kissinger had quietly obtained information about peace negotiations during the 1968 
election period and communicated some of it to the Nixon campaign. This has produced 
lasting controversy over whether the campaign interfered with President Lyndon 



Johnson’s effort to begin negotiations before the election. Nixon associates encouraged 
South Vietnam to resist an immediate agreement, believing it might help Democratic 
candidate Hubert Humphrey. Kissinger’s precise role in that interference remains 
debated, but he entered office with information acquired through unusual political 
channels. 

Nixon promised to end the war without openly admitting defeat. The administration 
developed Vietnamization, gradually withdrawing American ground troops while 
expanding and equipping the South Vietnamese armed forces. This reduced American 
casualties and transferred more fighting to South Vietnamese soldiers. It also required 
enough military pressure to persuade North Vietnam that waiting for complete American 
withdrawal would be costly. 

North Vietnamese forces used supply routes and bases in neighboring Laos and 
Cambodia. Both countries were officially neutral, but their border regions had become 
connected to the war. In March 1969, Nixon and Kissinger began a secret bombing 
campaign against targets in Cambodia known as Operation Menu. The strikes were 
concealed from Congress and much of the public through false reporting procedures. 

North Vietnamese military use of Cambodian territory was real. The difficult question was 
whether that justified secretly bombing another country without an open declaration, 
honest reporting, or meaningful public oversight. Large quantities of explosives fell 
across Cambodian territory, and civilians were killed or displaced. The exact number of 
civilian deaths remains disputed because records were incomplete and war conditions 
made counting difficult. 

Secrecy protected the administration politically but damaged constitutional 
accountability. Military officers were ordered to create misleading records about where 
attacks occurred. Congress controlled war funding but could not supervise operations it 
had been deliberately prevented from understanding. Kissinger believed secrecy gave 
the president freedom to pressure the enemy; critics saw it as executive power escaping 
democratic control. 

The bombing expanded, and American and South Vietnamese forces entered Cambodia 
openly in 1970. The administration argued that the operation would destroy enemy bases 
and protect withdrawing American troops. Protests erupted across the United States. 
National Guard troops killed four students at Kent State University in Ohio, while police 
killed two students at Jackson State College in Mississippi days later. 

Cambodia then fell into a wider civil war. Prince Norodom Sihanouk was removed, 
General Lon Nol took power, North Vietnamese forces expanded operations, and the 
communist Khmer Rouge grew stronger. American bombing did not create every cause 
of Cambodia’s collapse, and the Khmer Rouge possessed its own ideology and agency. 
However, bombing, displacement, government instability, and rural anger helped create 
conditions the Khmer Rouge could exploit. 



After taking power in 1975, the Khmer Rouge imposed a murderous social revolution that 
killed approximately one-quarter of Cambodia’s population through execution, forced 
labor, starvation, and disease. Kissinger did not design that genocide. His policies 
nevertheless formed part of the destabilization that preceded it. Strategic decisions can 
produce consequences beyond what their creators intend, especially when smaller 
countries are treated mainly as extensions of another war. 

The United States also conducted a vast air war in Laos. The objective included 
disrupting the Ho Chi Minh Trail and supporting the Royal Lao government against the 
communist Pathet Lao. The CIA organized a secret army that relied heavily on Hmong 
fighters. Laotian civilians endured years of bombing, displacement, and unexploded 
ordnance that continued killing people long after the war. 

Kissinger conducted secret negotiations with North Vietnamese official Lê Đức Thọ. The 
talks combined diplomacy with military escalation. In 1972, North Vietnam launched the 
Easter Offensive, and the United States responded with heavy bombing under Operation 
Linebacker. Later that year, negotiations appeared close to an agreement, but South 
Vietnamese President Nguyễn Văn Thiệu objected to terms that allowed North 
Vietnamese forces to remain in the South. 

Nixon ordered another intense bombing campaign in December 1972, commonly called 
the Christmas Bombing. B-52 bombers struck Hanoi, Haiphong, and surrounding areas. 
The administration argued that the attacks forced North Vietnam back to the table and 
reassured South Vietnam. Critics argued that the final agreement differed little from 
terms already available before the bombing. 

The Paris Peace Accords were signed in January 1973. The United States withdrew its 
remaining combat forces, American prisoners were returned, and a ceasefire was 
announced. North Vietnamese forces remained in parts of South Vietnam, making the 
agreement less a final peace than a structure for American departure. Fighting between 
Vietnamese forces continued. 

Kissinger and Lê Đức Thọ received the 1973 Nobel Peace Prize. Lê Đức Thọ refused the 
award because peace had not actually been established. Kissinger accepted but did not 
attend the ceremony, and two members of the Nobel Committee resigned over the 
decision. The award became one of the most controversial in Nobel history. 

In April 1975, North Vietnamese forces captured Saigon and reunified Vietnam under 
communist rule. The South Vietnamese government collapsed despite years of American 
money, weapons, and training. Kissinger argued that Congress had failed to provide 
sufficient support. Critics responded that the agreement had mainly provided political 
distance between American withdrawal and the defeat everyone could already foresee. 

The war ended with neither the stable South Vietnam nor the honorable peace the 
administration had promised. However, Kissinger helped remove American forces from a 



conflict that had resisted earlier efforts to conclude it. His defenders ask what acceptable 
settlement was available by 1969. His critics answer that prolonging the war for several 
years produced more death without changing the final outcome. 

While the Vietnam War continued, Kissinger helped achieve one of his greatest 
diplomatic successes: the opening to the People’s Republic of China. The United States 
had refused to recognize the communist government established by Mao Zedong in 1949 
and treated the government on Taiwan as the legitimate representative of China. China 
and the Soviet Union were both communist, but their relationship had deteriorated into a 
serious rivalry. 

Kissinger recognized that the Sino-Soviet split created an opportunity. Instead of treating 
communism as one united enemy, the United States could improve relations with China 
and gain leverage against the Soviet Union. China could reduce its isolation, strengthen 
its position against Moscow, and gain access to international institutions. Each side had 
strategic reasons to move even though their political systems remained opposed. 

In 1971, Kissinger made a secret trip to China through Pakistan. He met Premier Zhou 
Enlai and prepared the way for Nixon’s visit. The secrecy prevented political opposition 
from destroying negotiations before the two governments knew whether agreement was 
possible. It also allowed Nixon, a politician with a strong anti-communist reputation, to 
make a move that might have ruined a less conservative president. 

Nixon visited China in February 1972. The Shanghai Communiqué acknowledged that 
Chinese people on both sides of the Taiwan Strait maintained that there was one China, 
while allowing the United States to avoid immediately abandoning Taiwan. The language 
was deliberately ambiguous. Each side could move toward cooperation without publicly 
surrendering its central claim. 

The visit did not create full diplomatic normalization, which came under President Jimmy 
Carter in 1979. It did transform the international balance. China gained greater legitimacy 
and eventually assumed the Chinese seat at the United Nations. The United States gained 
strategic leverage and opened a relationship that later developed into one of the world’s 
largest trading connections. 

The policy is often praised as an example of diplomacy overcoming ideology. It also 
created unresolved commitments around Taiwan and encouraged engagement with a 
government that continued severe internal repression. Kissinger generally treated China 
through the lens of stability and great-power relations. Human rights inside China 
remained secondary. 

His triangular strategy placed the United States between China and the Soviet Union. 
Washington tried to maintain better relations with each communist power than they had 
with each other. This reduced their ability to unite against the United States and gave 



Nixon additional negotiating leverage. The method was classic balance-of-power politics 
applied on a global scale. 

Kissinger and Nixon also pursued détente with the Soviet Union. Détente did not mean 
friendship or the end of the Cold War. It meant reducing immediate hostility, establishing 
rules, negotiating arms limits, and creating areas of cooperation. Both superpowers 
possessed enough nuclear weapons to destroy each other, making unmanaged rivalry 
potentially suicidal. 

The 1972 Strategic Arms Limitation Talks produced the SALT I agreement and 
Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty. These arrangements limited certain categories of strategic 
weapons and defenses. The ABM Treaty recognized a frightening logic: if neither side 
could protect itself completely from retaliation, neither could safely launch a first strike. 
Mutual vulnerability was being used to preserve peace. 

Arms control did not eliminate nuclear weapons or end the competition. Each side 
continued modernizing forces and using categories not fully restricted by the 
agreements. Still, communication and negotiated limits were better than an uncontrolled 
race with no shared rules. Kissinger understood that an adversary did not have to 
become trustworthy before agreements serving both sides could be reached. 

Détente faced criticism from conservatives who believed it accepted Soviet expansion 
and from liberals who believed it ignored Soviet dissidents. Senator Henry Jackson 
attempted to connect trade benefits with freedom for Soviet Jews to emigrate. Kissinger 
opposed making the entire superpower relationship dependent upon that issue. His 
position reflected realpolitik at its coldest: the freedom of a persecuted population could 
not be allowed to endanger a larger strategic arrangement. 

The Nixon administration’s approach toward Bangladesh became one of the clearest 
examples of morality being sacrificed to geopolitical calculation. Pakistan was divided 
between West Pakistan and East Pakistan, separated by more than a thousand miles of 
Indian territory. Most of the population lived in the eastern section, where Bengali 
language and culture differed from the western political and military elite. 

The Awami League, led by Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, won Pakistan’s 1970 national election 
and should have gained the right to form the government. West Pakistani leaders refused 
to transfer power. In March 1971, the Pakistani military launched Operation Searchlight 
against East Pakistan. Soldiers attacked students, intellectuals, political organizers, 
Hindu communities, and civilians. 

Mass killing, rape, village destruction, and forced displacement followed. The precise 
death toll remains disputed, ranging from hundreds of thousands to the Bangladeshi 
government’s figure of three million. Millions of refugees fled into India. American 
diplomats inside East Pakistan reported that the violence had reached genocidal 
proportions. 



Archer Blood, the American consul general in Dhaka, and other diplomats sent a formal 
dissent message condemning United States policy. The Blood Telegram accused the 
government of failing to denounce atrocities because Pakistan remained strategically 
useful. Nixon and Kissinger continued supporting President Yahya Khan’s government. 
Pakistan had been serving as the secret communication channel for the opening to 
China. 

Kissinger treated the crisis mainly through relations among the United States, Pakistan, 
India, China, and the Soviet Union. India had signed a friendship treaty with the Soviet 
Union, making Indian intervention appear connected to broader Cold War competition. 
When India entered the war, the United States tilted toward Pakistan and sent the aircraft 
carrier USS Enterprise toward the region as a show of force. 

Pakistan’s eastern army surrendered in December 1971, and Bangladesh became 
independent. The United States had damaged its standing among Bangladeshis and 
many Indians without preventing the result. Kissinger’s strategy preserved the China 
channel, but it placed strategic convenience above reports of mass atrocity. Private 
White House recordings also revealed Nixon and Kissinger making contemptuous 
comments about Indian leaders and the population, showing how prejudice reinforced 
calculation. 

Chile became another defining controversy. In 1970, Chilean voters elected Salvador 
Allende, a Marxist who intended to nationalize major industries, redistribute wealth, and 
move the country toward socialism through constitutional means. American leaders 
feared his government would spread left-wing influence throughout Latin America and 
harm American corporate interests. Nixon instructed the CIA to work against Allende. 

The United States first attempted to prevent Allende from taking office. CIA contacts 
supported Chilean officers plotting to block his confirmation through military action. One 
plan involved kidnapping Army commander René Schneider, who defended the 
constitutional transfer of power. Schneider was shot during a kidnapping attempt and 
died from his wounds. 

The precise group that killed Schneider had complicated connections to coup plotting, 
and American officials did not order his murder directly. The CIA had encouraged 
destabilization and supported groups seeking to remove the constitutional obstacle he 
represented. This is why responsibility cannot be reduced to whether Kissinger gave an 
order to pull a trigger. Creating and financing a covert operation can produce violence 
beyond the wording of the original instruction. 

After Allende took office, the United States funded opposition media and political groups 
while using economic and diplomatic pressure against his government. Chile also 
suffered from internal polarization, inflation, strikes, shortages, political extremism, and 
conflict between branches of government. Allende’s government made serious mistakes, 



but American interference deliberately worsened the environment rather than allowing 
Chileans to resolve the conflict independently. 

On September 11, 1973, the Chilean military overthrew Allende. General Augusto 
Pinochet emerged as dictator. Allende died inside the presidential palace during the 
coup, with official investigations concluding that he died by suicide. The new regime 
arrested, tortured, killed, and disappeared political opponents. 

No conclusive evidence shows that Kissinger personally planned the final military 
operation. The United States government had nevertheless spent years attempting to 
prevent or weaken Allende, maintained contact with coup-minded officers, and welcomed 
the removal of his government. Kissinger then supported a workable relationship with 
Pinochet despite knowledge of severe repression. 

In 1976, Kissinger met privately with Pinochet and reassured him that the United States 
understood the struggle against communism. He raised human-rights concerns but did 
so in a manner that reduced the pressure created by his upcoming public speech. 
Pinochet could reasonably understand that strategic cooperation mattered more to 
Washington than ending torture and disappearances. 

Chile participated in Operation Condor, a network through which South American 
dictatorships shared intelligence and pursued opponents across borders. Political exiles 
were kidnapped or killed outside their home countries. In September 1976, former 
Chilean diplomat Orlando Letelier and American colleague Ronni Moffitt were 
assassinated by a car bomb in Washington, D.C. The attack demonstrated that the 
violence of an allied dictatorship could reach the capital of the United States itself. 

East Timor created another lasting charge against Kissinger. Portugal began withdrawing 
from its colonies after the 1974 revolution that ended its dictatorship. In East Timor, the 
left-leaning movement Fretilin declared independence in November 1975. Neighboring 
Indonesia, ruled by General Suharto, feared a radical state near its territory and prepared 
an invasion. 

President Gerald Ford and Kissinger met Suharto in Indonesia on December 6, 1975. 
Indonesia invaded East Timor the following day. Declassified records showed that Ford 
and Kissinger understood Suharto’s intentions and did not oppose the operation. 
Kissinger was especially concerned that Indonesia was using American weapons in a 
manner that could create legal and political problems. 

The occupation produced mass killing, forced displacement, imprisonment, hunger, and 
disease. More than one hundred thousand East Timorese may have died, although 
estimates vary. The United States continued supplying and supporting Indonesia 
because Suharto was considered an important anti-communist partner. East Timor did 
not become fully independent until 2002. 



Kissinger later resisted the claim that he had authorized the invasion, pointing out that 
Indonesia did not require formal American permission. That answer avoids the larger 
issue. When a powerful arms supplier knows an allied government plans to invade and 
signals that the relationship will remain secure, silence becomes politically meaningful. 
Approval does not always arrive as a written command. 

The 1973 Arab-Israeli War showed Kissinger’s diplomacy at its most effective and 
dangerous. Egypt and Syria launched a surprise attack against Israeli forces on Yom 
Kippur, the holiest day of the Jewish calendar. Their objective was to recover territory 
Israel had captured in the 1967 Six-Day War. Initial Arab gains shattered the assumption 
that Israel could hold the occupied territories indefinitely without political consequences. 

The United States resupplied Israel, while the Soviet Union supported Egypt and Syria. 
Israel recovered and advanced, creating the possibility of destroying trapped Egyptian 
forces. The Soviet Union threatened unilateral action, and the United States raised its 
military alert level. A regional war had moved close to direct superpower confrontation. 

Kissinger worked to establish a ceasefire while preventing either side from achieving a 
result that would remove the need for American mediation. He then conducted “shuttle 
diplomacy,” traveling repeatedly between Israel, Egypt, and Syria. The negotiations 
produced disengagement agreements separating forces and reducing the immediate 
danger of another war. 

Egyptian President Anwar Sadat gradually moved away from reliance on the Soviet Union 
and toward the United States. Kissinger helped make Washington the central outside 
power in Arab-Israeli diplomacy. His step-by-step method pursued limited agreements 
rather than attempting to settle every issue at once. This created progress where a 
comprehensive conference might have collapsed. 

The method also pushed Palestinian political rights to the side. The diplomacy treated 
the conflict mainly through relations between Israel and neighboring Arab states. 
Palestinians remained under occupation without an independent state or equal political 
power. Stability between governments did not produce justice for the population living at 
the conflict’s center. 

The Arab oil embargo connected the war to the global economy. Arab oil producers 
restricted supplies to countries supporting Israel, producing shortages and price 
increases. Kissinger had to balance American commitment to Israel with relationships 
throughout the Arab world. His success was not creating peace but preventing 
immediate escalation while building a structure later used in Egyptian-Israeli 
negotiations. 

Kissinger remained secretary of state after the Watergate scandal forced Nixon to resign 
in August 1974. His survival strengthened his image as the responsible strategist 
standing apart from Nixon’s domestic crimes. That separation was never complete. 



Kissinger and Nixon had created a system of secrecy that reflected the same distrust of 
institutions visible in Watergate. 

After leaks about Cambodia and other policies, the administration authorized wiretaps on 
government officials and journalists. Kissinger supplied or approved names connected 
to the investigation, although he later attempted to distance himself from the operation. 
The taps reflected his belief that leaks threatened national security and diplomatic 
control. They also showed how easily secrecy could turn internal disagreement into 
suspected disloyalty. 

Under President Ford, Kissinger continued pursuing détente, Middle Eastern 
agreements, and management of the final collapse in Vietnam. He also supported covert 
intervention in Angola, where rival independence movements were backed by the United 
States, Soviet Union, Cuba, China, South Africa, and regional powers. The conflict 
became another location where local struggles were transformed into Cold War 
competition. 

His approach toward white minority rule in southern Africa evolved. He had previously 
treated the region mainly through strategic relationships, including cooperation with 
Portugal and South Africa. By the mid-1970s, he recognized that white minority 
governments in Rhodesia and elsewhere could not survive permanently. He participated 
in diplomacy encouraging movement toward majority rule, partly to prevent revolutionary 
forces and Soviet influence from controlling the transition. 

This did not transform him into an anti-colonial idealist. He supported change when the 
existing order appeared strategically unsustainable. The distinction matters because 
useful results can emerge from motives centered on balance rather than justice. History 
often contains improvements produced by leaders trying to prevent something they fear 
more. 

Kissinger left office in January 1977 after Jimmy Carter became president. He received 
the Presidential Medal of Freedom and became an international celebrity. Presidents, 
corporate executives, foreign leaders, journalists, and universities continued seeking his 
advice. His access made him one of the rare officials whose influence survived long after 
formal power ended. 

He founded Kissinger Associates, a consulting firm advising corporations about 
international politics and risk. The firm’s client relationships were largely private, 
creating questions about conflicts of interest when Kissinger offered public advice on 
countries where clients might have business. He defended confidentiality as normal 
consulting practice. Critics argued that secrecy allowed private financial interests to hide 
behind the reputation of an independent statesman. 

After the September 11, 2001, attacks, President George W. Bush appointed him to lead 
the commission investigating the attacks. Kissinger resigned after pressure to disclose 



his firm’s clients. The resignation demonstrated the tension between public trust and 
private influence. A person cannot always serve as an independent investigator while 
refusing to reveal relationships that might affect independence. 

He wrote numerous books and articles about diplomacy, China, nuclear weapons, 
artificial intelligence, world order, and leadership. His historical knowledge remained 
extensive, and his ability to explain international systems attracted readers who rejected 
many of his policies. He continued meeting Chinese, Russian, European, and American 
leaders into extreme old age. His access sometimes made him appear like a permanent 
unofficial diplomatic institution. 

Kissinger remained especially committed to engagement with China. He warned against 
allowing American-Chinese rivalry to become an uncontrollable new Cold War. Critics 
believed his relationships made him too sympathetic toward Beijing and insufficiently 
attentive to repression, surveillance, or threats toward Taiwan. His answer remained 
consistent: avoiding catastrophic conflict between nuclear powers had to take priority. 

He died on November 29, 2023, at his home in Connecticut, having reached the age of 
one hundred. His death produced sharply different reactions. Former officials praised his 
intellect and diplomatic achievements. People from Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, 
Bangladesh, Chile, East Timor, and other affected countries remembered decisions 
connected to bombing, dictatorship, invasion, and death. 

Calling Kissinger a war criminal is a serious accusation, not a court judgment. He was 
never convicted by an international tribunal or American court. Critics use the term 
because they believe his role in illegal bombing, support for repression, and tolerance of 
invasions met the moral or legal standards of war crimes and crimes against humanity. 
Supporters answer that he operated within presidential administrations confronting 
difficult enemies and that judging him alone removes the responsibility of presidents, 
Congress, military leaders, allied governments, and local forces. 

Legal responsibility and historical responsibility are not always identical. A leader may 
avoid trial because powerful countries rarely submit their senior officials to international 
prosecution. The absence of a conviction does not automatically prove innocence, just 
as moral outrage does not automatically establish every element of a legal crime. Each 
policy must be examined through documents, authority, intent, available alternatives, and 
foreseeable consequences. 

Kissinger’s intelligence is not seriously disputed. He could understand the interests of 
several governments simultaneously, identify divisions between enemies, and build 
agreements among leaders who distrusted one another. The China opening, arms-control 
negotiations, and Middle Eastern disengagement agreements required patience, secrecy, 
timing, and exceptional command of detail. A less skilled official might have missed 
those opportunities. 



The moral problem is that the same intelligence allowed him to understand suffering 
without allowing it to control his decisions. He knew about atrocities in Bangladesh, 
repression in Chile, and Indonesia’s intentions toward East Timor. These were not always 
tragedies discovered years later. Reports reached the government while policy was being 
made. 

His realpolitik began from a valid warning: moral language without power can become 
meaningless. A government may condemn aggression but accomplish nothing if it lacks 
leverage, allies, or a workable plan. Kissinger’s failure came from allowing the warning to 
move too far in the opposite direction. Power without sufficient moral limits can produce 
an orderly system built over people whose suffering has been classified as strategically 
inconvenient. 

He often viewed the world from the top downward. Great powers created the structure, 
while smaller countries adjusted to it. People in Cambodia, Chile, Bangladesh, or East 
Timor did not experience themselves as squares on an American-Soviet-Chinese board. 
They experienced bombs, disappearances, rape, prisons, hunger, and the loss of family 
members. 

This difference explains why Kissinger’s reputation changes depending upon where the 
story begins. If it begins in Washington, Moscow, and Beijing, he appears as an architect 
of balance. If it begins inside a Cambodian village, a Chilean detention center, or an East 
Timorese family, the same strategy appears as permission for powerful people to destroy 
the weak. Both viewpoints describe the same international system from different levels. 

His career also exposes the danger of secrecy. Confidential diplomacy can make 
negotiation possible because leaders need room to explore compromises without 
immediate political punishment. The secret China trip demonstrates that value. Secret 
bombing and falsified records demonstrate the opposite. Secrecy can protect peace, or it 
can protect officials from democratic accountability. 

Henry Kissinger understood that peace and justice are not automatically the same. An 
agreement can stop governments from fighting while leaving oppressed people under 
the same power. A stable dictatorship can produce less international conflict than a 
collapsing democracy. His work forces the harder question of how much injustice should 
ever be accepted to preserve order. 

He answered that question too frequently in favor of order, especially when the people 
paying the price lived far from the United States. His defenders argue that officials must 
choose among imperfect options rather than imaginary solutions. His critics answer that 
“imperfect options” became a repeated excuse for supporting whichever government 
served American power. The pattern across several continents makes it difficult to treat 
every tragedy as an isolated mistake. 



Kissinger’s complete legacy therefore cannot be reduced to genius or evil. Genius 
describes mental ability, not moral purpose. A person can negotiate brilliantly and still 
help produce terrible outcomes. Intelligence increases responsibility when it gives 
someone a clearer understanding of what his decisions may do. 

He helped prevent direct conflict among nuclear powers while expanding destruction in 
countries considered less strategically important. He opened communication with China 
while supporting Pakistan during mass killing. He pursued peace negotiations in Vietnam 
while secretly bombing Cambodia. He pressured Arab and Israeli governments toward 
disengagement while leaving Palestinians outside the central settlement. He spoke about 
world order while cooperating with governments that tortured their own citizens. 

The hardest truth in Henry Kissinger’s life is that successful diplomacy can carry human 
wreckage. A policy may improve the balance between great powers and devastate people 
living beneath that balance. History cannot evaluate only whether the powerful avoided 
war with one another. It must also count what they permitted elsewhere to maintain that 
peace. 

 


