
The Question of Dktente 

Hans J. Morgenthau 

In one of the series of CRIA Conversations, in which distinguished speakers address themselves to current political 
issues, Dr. Hans Morgenthau spoke on “Ditente.” This article is derivedfiom his opening statement and rhe 
conversation that followed. Dr. Morgenthau is a trustee of CRIA and chairman of the editorial board of Worldview. 

ktente is one of those concepts that D perhaps only a theologian is qualified to 
discuss, because it is a general, abstract concept that 
can mean anything to anybody. Indeed, the main 
attraction of the concept lies in this generality and 
abstractness. Obviously, you cannot come out against 
dCtente and in favor of bigger and better tensions. No 
more than you can come out against peace and in favor 
of war. Or in favor of hatred and against the 
brotherhood of man. Thus we are dealing with a concept 
that in itself is perfectly meaningless. It means nothing 
to say that there is ditente between the United States 
and the Soviet Union without going down the list of 
points of tension and asking yourself what has happened 
with those tensions because of a so-called ditente. 

Let me say, without belaboring the point, that to 
approach foreign policy in terms of dktente is not 
helpful at all. It obscures the real issue. It gives you the 
illusion that you have understood something about 
foreign policy when actually you have obscured the real 
issues with which foreign policy has to deal. 

If you go down the list of issues and examine them in 
view of whether tensions have been increased or abated 
or have disappeared altogether, you’ll find that there is 
one geographical region where there is indeed a clear 
and unmistakable abatement of tensions. It is a region to 
which the United States has contributed little by way of 
ditente. This region is the center of Europe and, more 
particularly, Germany. 

When former Chancellor Brandt initiated his 
Ostpolitik, when he recognized the eastern frontiers of 
Germany, when he recognized the legitimate existence 
of an East German state and the sovereign government 
governing it, he indeed abated tensions that had existed 
since the end of the Second World War between the 
Soviet Union and the West. It was exactly the 
unresolved issue of Germany, of its position among the 
nations, and more particularly the unresolved issue of 

the eastern frontiers of Germany that had given rise to 
the cold war, and to legitimate concerns of the Soviet 
Union, whose European empire and western frontiers it 
saw threatened by the nonrecognition of a powerful 
West Germany, which, allied as i t  is to the United 
States, was still a power to reckon with even in its 
truncated form. 

Thus when Chancellor Brandt declared the recogni- 
tion by West Germany of the East German state and of 
the eastern frontiers of Germany, he actually declared 
the cold war to have come to an end. This is the great 
achievement of the last ten years as far.as Europe and 
the abatement of tensions, that is, ditente, are 
concerned. You can perhaps say, if you want to stretch 
the point a little, that dCtente has also.resulted from a 
certain degree of abstention by the Soviet Union in 
Southeast Asia and in the Middle East. Byt here I think 
we are already in the field of speculation, and.1 don’t 
want to pursue that point any further. 

If you consider the overall relations between the 
United States and the Soviet Union, you find that in one 
respect, which is intangible and not substantive, there is 
in them a kind of tension, which has abated during Mr. 
Nixon’s Presidency and Mr. Kissinger’s stewardship of 
American foreign policy. The ideological commitments 
of the United States and of the Soviet Union had 
resulted in a crusading spirit that for too long a time 
dominated the American approach to world politics. 
This crusading spirit, which divided the world into good 
and bad nations, peaceful nations and aggressor 
nations, has virtually disappeared, at least from 
American-Soviet relations. 

You need only read the State of the World messages 
President Nixon submitted to the Congress in  order to 
be forcefully reminded of the almost complete lack of 
reference to communism or the worldwide aspirations 
of communism in those documents. In other words, for 
the last. six years or so the United States has ap- 
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proached, if not international relations in general, at 
least relations with the two major Communist powers, 
China and the Soviet Union, in what you might call a 
businesslike spirit. It has looked at them as two great 
powers with which it has certain interests in common 
and from which it is separated by other, differing in- 
terests. This; of course, has been the traditional politi- 
cal and nonideological approach to foreign policy. 

This approach has made possible meaningful 
negotiations on substantive issues both with the Soviet 
Union and China, for as long as you looked at China, 
and to a lesser extent in recent years at the Soviet 
Union, as the source of all evil in the world, and you 
looked at yourself as the incarnation of virtue in the 
world, and at neutral nations as being lukewarm and 
really morally defective (such as India in the mind of 
Mr. Dulles), as long as you approached international 
relations from this moralistic and crusading point of 
view, there was no possibility for negotiations. You 
don’t negotiate with the devil. You wait for the ulti- 
mate-and inevitable-triumph of virtue over evil. To- 
day you have an entirely different approach to foreign 
policy. Mr Kissinger negotiates with the leaders of the 
major Communist powers in a businesslike spirit, and 
the fact of their being Communist is a minor considera- 
tion that is not allowed to disturb his businesslike con- 
versations and negotiations with them. 

I should hasten to add that this businesslike approach 
to the major Communist powers is not necessarily 
duplicated in our approach to the minor Communist 

, powers. For when i t  comes to Chile or Greece or Cuba, 
or when it came to Indochina, we approached those 
issues not in a businesslike, but in  a crusading, way. 
That is to say, we approached those issues in terms of 
communism. We could not tolerate a Communist 
regime in Latin America. There are complicated 
reasons for this kind of bifurcation of approaches, in 
which the present Administration and Mr. Kissinger 
have dealt with the great Communist powers in a 
businesslike way and with th; small Communist powers 
in a crusading way. 

What is called dttente is an absence of the crusading 
passions that have made businesslike relations and the 
contractual abatement of tensions impossible between 
the United States, on the one hand, and the Soviet 
Union and China, on the other. Insofar as those 
relations are concerned we must also consider a new 
opportunity that has opened up for the United States and 
that the United States has successfully used to a certain 
extent. That is to say, the United States today takes an 
intermediate position between the Soviet Union and 
China. Both are anxious not to see the United States 
embracing the other Communist power, since both the 
Soviet Union and China today regard their own conflict 
much more seriously than they regard their conflict with 
the United States. 

o the United States today occupies, within S admittedly narrow limits, a very advan- 
tageous position. This reminds one a little bit-and I 
don’t want to exaggerate the analogy-f the position 

Great Britain occupied from the time of Henry VIII to 
that of Sir Edward Grey with regard to the controversies 
of the European Continent. That is to say, it can shift its 
weight from one side to the other, making one side 
anxious at one time and the other side anxious at 
another time and thereby gain certain .advantages. 

I would guess that as far as the liquidation of the 
Indochina war is Concerned, and also insofar as the 
peace efforts in the Middle East are concerned, the 
United States has made successful use of this privileged 
position. The very presence of Mr. Kissinger in Peking 
testifies to the vitality of this position, for Mr. 
Kissinger has already made the point that he looks 
unfavorably on any kind of hegemonism. Obviously the 
only country that can qualify is the Soviet Union. And 
certainly the Soviet Union will be concerned about this 
statement and will try to find out to what extent Mr. 
Kissinger has become the victim of the charms of Mao 
Tse-tung and to what extent he is still open to the 
charms of Mr. Brezhnev. 

So you find today that the most ardent supporter of 
NATO is China. For the very simple reason-which 
was as familiar to Thucydides as to Machiavelli, to 
Talleyrand as to Bismarck-that the enemy of your 
enemy is your friend. And as far as Indochina is 
concerned, certainly the lack of any tangible response 
from either China or the Soviet Union when we bombed 
North Vietnam and mined its harbors can only be 
explained as a by-product of the development to which I 
have referred. Similarly, the virtually complete 
abstention of the Soviet Union from intervening in the 
Middle East, at least openly, in the course of the 
step-by-step negotiations of Mr. Kissinger points, I 
think, in the same direction. 

Also the negotiations concerning the limitation and 
control of nuclear arms would certainly not have been 
so comprehensive if there had not been a change in the 
political atmosphere that was felt both in Moscow and 
Washington. So when we speak of dCtente, we ought to 
keep in mind not the vague and amorphous conception 
of detente that suggests good will and fraternity and 
whatnot, but concrete issues, and ask ourselves at every 
step to what extent individual issues and points of 
friction have yielded to the statesmanship of the 
governments concerned. 

(The meeting was then opened to questions and 
comments. ) 

I should like to ask Professor Morgenthau whether he 
takes seriously Kissinger’s repeated statement that the 
cause of ditente is that we don’t want to blow one 
another to smithereens with.htomic weapons. 

.Of course I take that seriously, but this is not a 
discovery of Mr. Kissinger’s. This has been clear since 
1945. I mean this is, as Sherlock Holmes would say, 
elementary. 

Obviously both the United States and the Soviet 
Union during the last thirty years have pursued their 
foreign policies with regard to each other with a degree 
of caution unprecedented in the history of otherwise 
hostile nations. Any number of issues would have led to 
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war between Russia and the United States in the 
preatomic age. They have not led to war exactly 
because of this fear that you don’t want to come too 
close to the nuclear abyss. 

Perhaps I should sharpen the question a little. Doesn’t 
Kissinger take a more businesslike attitude toward this 
than John Foster Dulles did, and aren’t the two 
countries taking a more businesslike attitude toward 
their potential to destroy one another? 

This is entirely correct. In his approach to great 
power foreign policy surely Mr. Kissinger is as far 
removed from the point of view of Mr. Dulles as one 
can imagine. If you think of an analogy, you really 
ought to think of Bismarck. History will show whether 
Kissinger will be as successful as Bismarck was, but in  
terms of how to think and act on foreign policy, he is 
much more a disciple of Bismarck than of anybody else. 

Dr. Morgenthau, how do you account for the 
bifurcation of a businesslike approach to China and the 
Soviet Union and an ideological approach to the 
smaller powers?. 

I think that the distinction lies in the fear of Mr. 
Kissinger that the communization of a country means an 
extension of either Russian or  Chinese power. Thus it is 
an implicit threat to the world balance of power. And 
more padcularly,  he probably also has a feeling about 
the domino theory, a positive feeling; that if com- 
munization starts in Chile and is not contained in 
Cuba, it will spread to Argentina and any number of 
nations. The whole rationale of our intervention in 
Indochina is based upon exactly this kind of position. 
And although Mr. Kissinger supported our official 
policy with regard to Indochina even before he came 
into the government, he privately has made no bones 
about his distaste for it. When he came to power, his 
first order of business was to liquidate the American 
involvement in Indochina. I once asked him what he 
thinks his place in history will be, for what he will be 
remembered, and he said: “I will be remembered for 
two things-that I got the United States out of 
Indochina and that I brought China back into the 
community of nations.” 

I think we know the limitations of ditente in making 
certain progress in human rights. That has been 
discussed a great deal. But what about the great 
limitations in making progress on disarmament, the 
collusion almost between the United States and the 
Soviet Union in many levels of disarmament? Can you 
talk about that? 

The nuclear disarmament negotiations partake of the 
same difficulties we are aware of in the history of 
conventional disarmament. And the outcome, which 
already is on the horizon, is likely to be exactly the 
outcome of the Washington Conference on Naval 
Disarmament of 1922. That is to say, you will get 
disarmament of some kind in terms of certain 
obsolescent types of weapons, while the contracting 
parties will remain free to develop the new weapons, 
the weapons of the future. As you will remember, in the 

Washington Treaty of 1922 the dreadnoughts were 
abolished by the United States, Great Britain, France, 
Italy, and Japan. And Japan was put into an inferior 
position with regard to the overall strength of its navy. 
But then the nations concerned made an effort to 
compete with each other in smaller vessels, submarines, 
and so forth. 

In other words, they agreed to abolish those 
armaments they would have abolished anyhow for 
technical reasons. And this is what you are going to get, 
if I’m not mistaken, with the SALT I1 agreements. That 
is to say, fixed land-based ‘missiles are obsolete. They 
are too vulnerable to be retained, so you will get a 
limitation on those. And the sea-based missiles and the 
cruise missiles, which have a motor of their own and 
can travel up to 2,000 miles while being directed by 
computers from an airplane on the ground-these will 
be’the order of the day. Furthermore, there is the 
possibility that the introduction of lasers into the armory 
of nations will lead to the obsolescence of the airplane, 
because airplanes would simply become so vulnerable 
they could no longer be used. 

“...you find today that the 
most ardent support er of 
NATO is China. For the very 
simple reason.. .that the enemy 
of your enemy is your friend.” 

I have two questions. First, do you think that Kissinger 
is going to be remembered for getting us out of Vietnam, 
considering the number of bodies that were strewn in 
the way from the time he started talking about it till he 
got it done? 

He may be remembered negatively.. . . 

Second, is his present thing about China and Ford’s 
trip to China anything other than Ford trying to replay 
the Nixon political game? 

Sure, but Mr. Ford does not engage in diplomatic 
negotiations. Mr. Kissinger does. And you may ask me 
whether I agree with Kissinger. I abstain from voting, 
because one has to wait until the returns are in. I mean 
you can’t say now what he will be remembered for, 
because he’s not at the end of his stewardship of our 
foreign relations. 

But the China thing is important? 

view it was twenty years overdue. 
Yes, I would say extremely important, because in my 

The Ford trip is important for the prestige it gives the 
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whole relationship, a seriousness it would not have if 
the President had not gone to Peking. These diplomatic 
formalities have an importance of their own. For 
instance, at the Potsdam Conference with Churchill, 
Stalin, and Truman the question arose about who should 
walk first into the meeting room. Obviously, Truman 
didn’t want Stalin to be the first. Stalin didn’t want 
Truman to be the first. Nobody wanted Churchill to be 
the first. So they found a room with three doors and they 
entered simultaneously. 

You may say, “How silly!” But it’s very important. 
BismarQk at a dinner was once asked, “Where is the 
head of the table?” And he said, “Where I sit is the 
head of the table!” 

I wonder whether you felt ‘that the US. has given 
somewhat more than it received in the last negotiations 
on arms limitation? 

I personally would not say so. The criticism of the 
nuclear arms agreements is based upon-and the whole 
policy of the Pentagon with regard to nuclear arms is 
based upon-an atavistic conception of nuclear 
weapons. That is to say, there is an irresistible tendency 
to regard nuclear weapons as simply a quantitative 
extension of conventional weapons. As General LeMay 
said, “A nuclear bomb is just another bomb.” Nothing 
could be farther from the truth. A nuclear weapon is 
something qualitatively utterly different from anything 
humanity has ever seen. When you deal with machine 
guns or  pieces of artillery, you operate in a military 
economy of scarcity, because there are always more 
targets available than you have weapons to deal with 
them. And so the conventional arms race is inevitable in 
a society of sovereign nations. You can manipulate it, 
but you cannot get rid of it. 

But when you deal with nuclear weapons, you are 
operating in a military economy of abundance. That is 
to say, you have a destructive capacity that by far 
exceeds any possible target you could think of. In terms 
of nuclear weapons the United States today has the 
equivalent of two tons of dynamite for each man, 
woman, and child living on this earth. The United 
States eduld blow up the whole world. And the Soviet 
Union, with fewer warheads, could do the same thing. 
In other words, when it comes to nuclear weapons, you 
reach an optimum beyond which you don’t need to go. 
You are able to destroy your enemy under the worst of 
conditions five times over. You don’t gain anything by 
arming to the extent that you are able to destroy him 
eight times over. Nor is your enemy who can destroy 
you only four times over inferior to you on that account. 

That simple syllogism has not yet penetrated the high 
command of the Pentagon. In theory, if I talk to a 
general he would say “of course.” But when you come 
to the application of that simple syllogism, you find that 
he would continue to act in terms that were entirely 
appropriate before 1945 but are completely obsolete 
now. 

I wonder if you can comment on attempts to link 
freedom of emigration from the Soviet Union to various 
U S .  -Soviet agreements or interchanges. 

Yes. You see, there exists an organic relationship 
today between the domestic policies of a country and its 
foreign policy. That hasn’t been always so. When 
foreign policy was a kind of aristocratic pastime, it 
really didn’t make any difference what kind of 
aristocracy you had in power. But under present 
conditions, the way a government deals with its own 
people is indicative of how it will deal with other 
people. Mr. Sakharov in his new book has made this 
point very eloquently. So I find it quite in order that we 
tie certain economic or financial concessions to certain 
concessions from the other side in the field of human 
rights and civil liberties. 

In light of your comment about M r .  Kissinger’s reaction 
to the expansion of communism in Cuba, would you 
comment on United States policy toward the recent 
events in Portugal? 

I don’t know anything firsthand about what policies 
we’ve been pursuing. I think at the beginning we were 
completely surprised and had no policy at all. We now 
have a policy of supporting the democratic elements 
against the Communists. I find this policy entirely in 
order. Especially since, from a democratic point of 
view, there can’t be any doubt about the minority status 
of the Conimunist Party. 

Do you see any significance in the restraint of our 
reaction in Portugal compared with our reaction in 
some earlier roughly similar instances? 

I think your question is well placed. If this had 
happened in 1950, it is an open question what we would 
have done. But we have had some experience since. We 
have been in Indochina and come out of it. Fur- 
thermore, the fanaticism and inferiority complex 
that existed in the fifties don’t exist today. In the fifties 
we thought that a Communist regime in any particular 
country was a catastrophe for the United States, that it 
was a kind of denial of everything we stood for and had 
to be prevented. 

We are now taking, at least when it comes to the 
larger countries, a position of equanimity. I mean if a 
country wants to go Communist, we try to prevent it, 
but if we can’t prevent it, so be it. I don’t know whether 
we would apply this to Latin America, but we certainly 
apply it to countries where obvious intervention would 
carry enormous risks. We can’t send an army into 
Portugal without risking a worldwide conflagration, no 
more than you could send an army into Hungary or 
Czechoslovakia. 

But this shows again the enormous restraint under 
which both antagonists in the cold war have operated. 
Let me give you an example with regard to the Soviet 
Union. In 1959 and ’60 Khrushchev presented us with 
two ultimatums concerning our presence in West 
Berlin. One had a time limit of six months. The other 
had a time limit of the end of the year. We completely 
disregarded these ultimatums, and Khrushchev didn’t 
follow up on them at all, which would have been 
inconceivable any time before 1945. 

Do you think Kissinger’s policies are stifling innovation 




