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INTRODUCTION

BEYOND GEOSTRATEGY

The first half of the 1970s was a critical juncture for U.S.-Israel relations.
Marked by a significant consolidation followed by temporary cooling, it
has shaped American-Israeli dynamics ever since and, by extension, Amer-
ican policy and fortunes in the Middle East and beyond.

Existing scholarship on the dynamics of the American-Israeli rela-
tionship has tended to understate the significance of the Nixon years, due
both to limited access to key documentary evidence and to a tendency to
rely excessively on geostrategic factors that, though important, are insuf-
ficient on their own to explain the developments of the period. This book
addresses both lacunae, making extensive use of recently opened archives
and adding texture and nuance to established interpretations by identify-
ing elements, in addition to geostrategic calculations, that help explain
both the strengthening of relations and subsequent frictions.

Analysts have traditionally contended that President Richard M.
Nixon and National Security Adviser (and, from September 1973, also sec-
retary of state) Henry A. Kissinger deepened American-Israeli relations be-
tween the Jordanian crisis of September 1970 and the Arab-Israeli war of
October 1973. During that time, Nixon and Kissinger saw the Jewish state
as a “strategic asset” in the Middle Eastern arena and, by extension, in the
global struggle against the Soviet Union, acting, to a certain degree, in de-
fiance of the spirit of détente and the letter of the American-Soviet General
Principals agreement concluded at the 1972 summit.1 Some scholars also
point to a sense of shared values and skillful practice of interest-group pol-
itics by Israel and its American Jewish champions during this period.2 Sim-
ilarly, scholars typically argue that after the 1973 war, the president and
secretary of state constrained relations with Israel because they began to see
the close association as a more mixed strategic blessing, and because the
war had undermined domestic support for détente in the United States as
it confirmed the perception that the Soviets could not be trusted.
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2 Nixon and Israel

While there is much truth to this geostrategic reading of events, 
it misses the role of ideational and psychological factors and the emo-
tional impact on Nixon and Kissinger of specific choices made by Israel
outside the Middle Eastern context. At the beginning of the decade, and
especially during the lead-up to the 1972 presidential election, Israeli
Prime Minister Golda Meir and her ambassador to Washington,
Yitzhak Rabin, led a “conservative turn” in Israeli policy that resonated
deeply with the president and Kissinger. Coupled with a purposeful
courtship of the evangelical movement, Israel’s public support for the ad-
ministration’s approach in Vietnam and for Nixon’s reelection campaign
won appreciation and sympathy in the White House, and fostered a sense
of common purpose that went well beyond a strict strategic calculus. By
the same token, in 1974, Israel’s discreet backing for the Jackson-Vanik
amendment linking U.S.-Soviet relations to the Jewish emigration issue—
backing itself motivated more by the self-image and emotional commit-
ments of Israeli leaders than strategic considerations—undermined
Nixon’s and Kissinger’s perception of Israel as a trusted, like-minded 
ally, since they both strongly opposed the amendment and placed great
stock in the unswerving loyalty of friends. Ironically, Israel’s position in
favor of Jackson-Vanik and, implicitly, against détente, was in many re-
spects a natural extension of the “conservative turn” that the adminis-
tration had encouraged and welcomed just a few years earlier. The friction
of 1974, then, was to a considerable degree the child of the honeymoon
of 1971–1973.

Ultimately, U.S.-Israeli tensions during the latter part of the Nixon-
Kissinger era did not reverse the consolidation of the relationship dur-
ing the earlier phase, but did leaven it with a modicum of caution. 
Thus, the basic “DNA” of the American-Israeli relationship in the last 
few decades—characterized as it has been by abiding connections punctu-
ated by episodes of friction—was laid down during the Nixon years. More-
over, the “conservative turn” initiated by Meir and Rabin cemented the
foundations for an alliance between elements in the Israeli leadership and
conservative and neoconservative forces in the United States, which has had
substantial longer-term implications and which continues to this day. True, the
alliance sprang in large measure from developments on the global and Amer-
ican scenes beyond Israel's control, and from an atavistic distrust of the So-
viet Union the Israeli leadership shared with American neoconservatives; and
yet, the active role Israel played was important, and complex. Part expediency,
Israeli leaders simply sought to curry favor with the Republican president.
Part ideology, and somewhat paradoxically, they also chose to covertly fos-
ter Jackson-Vanik, a neoconservative cause which Nixon opposed.

The book also seeks to serve a general theoretical purpose. By closely
examining the evolution of U.S.-Israel relations during the first half of the
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1970s, we can not only obtain better insights into the period itself and
the enduring ways that it shaped the bilateral relationship, but also gain
a greater appreciation of how, more generally, emotional attachments,
self-perceptions, and subjective feelings of appreciation and disappoint-
ment interact with dispassionate geostrategic assessments to produce 
international relations outcomes.

The Evidence

Until recently, conditions were inauspicious for a balanced assessment of
the evolution of American-Israeli relations in the early 1970s. The potent
mix of the controversial figure of Nixon, the sensitive Jewish dimension,
and the perennial Arab-Israeli conflict lent an overly polemical cast to
much of the extant literature.3 The veils of official secrecy were com-
pounded by the acute sensitivity of issues like Israel’s nuclear capability,
as well as by Nixon’s policy-making style. Secretive by nature, suspicious
(sometimes rightfully so) of leaks, and desirous to retain presidential de-
niability in a policy area he deemed domestically explosive, Nixon played
his Israeli policy cards very close to his chest. As National Security Coun-
cil (NSC) staffer William Quandt testifies, few ever knew what the presi-
dent was thinking,4 and sometimes, at crucial junctures, no one did.5 The
result is that Nixon’s early Israeli record has remained under-addressed
in the literature.

During the last few years, a much more promising research climate
has emerged. The passage of time allows for a more detached perspective
and, though the record remains incomplete, recently declassified Israeli
and American documentation affords an excellent basis for better under-
standing how Nixon’s Middle East policy evolved and how Jerusalem en-
deavored to affect it. To date, however, studies have employed this
historiographic opportunity to reconsider specific dimensions of Nixon’s
record rather than the comprehensive picture.6

The book will address this gap, drawing upon a substantial range of
American, Israeli, and translated Soviet documentation. American archival
collections include, for instance, Kissinger’s telephone conversations and the
Nixon tapes, which offer particularly telling insight into the flavor and con-
tent of the policy-making deliberations that took place between Nixon and
Kissinger, as well as between Nixon, Kissinger, and third parties (such as
Ambassador Rabin, Reverend Billy Graham, or Attorney General John
Mitchell). The papers of the American Jewish organizations, as well as the
Oral History collections at the New York Public Library, have not been 
sufficiently tapped by international history scholars and provide invaluable
insight into intracommunity deliberations and the complex triangular 
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interrelationships between Jerusalem, Washington, and the American 
Jewish community.

As for Israeli documentation, although most of the Israeli govern-
ment’s deliberations are still under lock and key, the recently declassified
documentation from the Prime Minister’s Office combine with the papers
of Meir-aide-turned-ambassador Simcha Dinitz to provide critical access
to the most sensitive channel of communications between the Prime Min-
ister’s Office and the White House.

These materials are supplemented by compilations of recently 
declassified Soviet documents (in translation) and several interviews con-
ducted with the former chairperson of the National Conference on Soviet
Jewry, as well as veterans of the clandestine Israeli organization in charge
of Soviet Jewish affairs, Nativ. In aggregate, this documentary base opens
new vistas on the most crucial research questions at hand.

Chapter Overview

This book has four substantive chapters, bound together by the illustra-
tions each of them provides for the book’s central theoretical thesis: psy-
chological and ideological factors figured importantly in the shaping of
American-Israeli relations during the Nixon years.

The first chapter, “Joining the Conservative Brotherhood,” examines
the forging of the American-Israeli “special relationship,” focusing mainly
on the evolution of Nixon’s role vis-à-vis Israeli principals and American
Jews. At the beginning of his presidency, Nixon leaned toward the State
Department’s view that regional instability benefited the Soviets, Israel’s
intransigence was the root cause of Soviet gains in the region, and the ad-
ministration could not simply sit idly by.7 He valued the goal of “honor-
able extrication” from Vietnam so much that, as files from Nixon
Presidential Materials Project reveal, he contemplated the idea of offering
Moscow concessions in the Middle East (presumably in Israeli currency)
in exchange for Soviet assistance in Vietnam.8 The idea never materialized
into policy directives, partly because of his obsession with Jewish politi-
cal clout.9 The new archival disclosures of Nixon’s early ambiguous com-
mitment to Israel reveal just how profound his shift was when, in
December 1971, he dramatically raised the scale of his administration’s
commitment to Israel in all the crucial dimensions: financial aid, diplo-
matic backing, and military supplies.10

While the prevailing, geostrategic analysis identifies “Black Septem-
ber” 1970 as the turning point in American-Israeli relations, recent
archival revelations show that Nixon’s shift toward Israel was completed
more than a year later and in part for different reasons; namely, Israel’s
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manifest support of Nixon in the contexts he valued most: Vietnam and
success against political opposition at home.11 These elements in the Is-
raeli conservative turn were well attuned to Nixon’s obsession with loy-
alty and assuaged his hitherto lingering suspicion that Israel was under the
sway of his perceived domestic enemies.12

The next two chapters explore another foundation of the partner-
ship between Israel and conservative American forces: the struggle for 
Soviet Jewry.

The second chapter, “Israel, Soviet Jewish Emigration, and Ideal
politik,” offers the first detailed, archival-based analysis of Israel’s Soviet
Jewish emigration policy during the Nixon years, with a particular em-
phasis on Israel’s Jackson-Vanik record.13 There has been a debate in the
literature around the questions, did the Israeli government, as contempo-
raneous right-wing critics charged and some scholars continue to argue,
genuinely endorse a low-key stance on the Soviet Jewish emigration issue
in order to avert a confrontation with Nixon,14 or would it be more accu-
rate to assign Israel major “behind-the-scenes” responsibility for the gal-
vanization of Jackson-Vanik forces?15 On balance, the evidentiary record
supports the latter view, showing that Meir herself established a policy of
official neutrality in the skirmish between the White House and Congress
combined with discreet backing for Jackson-Vanik.16 Ideology played a
crucial role in Israel’s Soviet Jewish emigration policy, leading Jerusalem to
drag its feet in response to the administration’s demands that it disavow 
the amendment and in so doing, to put at risk a carefully cultivated rela-
tionship. Israel’s leaders ran a secret and effective campaign in support of
Jackson-Vanik because the amendment addressed some of their most fun-
damental emotional dispositions and ideological goals, which in this 
instance trumped the dictates of Realpolitik.

The third substantive chapter, “Kissinger, Soviet Jewish Emigration,
and the Demise of Détente,” shifts to the Soviet Jewish movement on the
American scene. By focusing on Kissinger’s failure to block Jackson-Vanik,
The chapter again argues the salience of ideological and psychological fac-
tors. Kissinger failed in large part because he was not in sync with the basic
ideological undercurrents of his policy environment. He was too wedded to
a realist outlook and to the strategic design of detente to fully grasp the deep
ideological attraction Jackson-Vanik had for Americans: it enabled America
to regain the moral high ground it had lost in Vietnam17 and it appealed to
two pillars of the American self-image: a "nation of immigrants" and a "re-
deemer nation." The contribution of Kissinger's own psychological makeup
to his failure in this policy sphere is related also to another key finding
emerging from the documentary record: the policy Kissinger pursued in
practice was inconsistent with the perceptive guidelines for sound statecraft
he had devised as a historian. He overcommitted the administration to a
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single course and, in so doing, inflicted more damage to Kissinger’s détente
policy than was necessary.

Why did Kissinger fail to follow his theoretical insights through to
their logical, real-world conclusions? He was thwarted in part by overex-
tension and by the complications reality always presents to those seeking
to implement preconceived designs. But at least as salient were more per-
sonal factors: his limited ability to adjust to unexpected and challenging
decision-making environments, his difficulty listening to the views of do-
mestic advisers and adversaries, and his growing hubris after years of
power and what he perceived as foreign policy successes.18

The chapter also reconsiders, on the basis of new evidence, why 
Jackson-Vanik struck a responsive chord with both American Jews and
the American public at large, and why the administration failed to legit-
imize détente with those audiences and with Israel. The evidence shows
that the struggle for Soviet Jewry became, both by happenstance and de-
sign, a common rallying point for both Israel and the more conservative
and neoconservative segments of American society—segments that would
soon become the backbone of Reagan’s domestic support—solidifying their
relations in the post-October war period.19 Despite the fact that Brezhnev
had warned Nixon and Kissinger about the probability of war well before
it erupted and stood his ground firmly against opposition to détente
within the politburo once it started,20 many Americans quite naturally
saw more confrontational Soviet actions—such as the massive airlift dur-
ing the war and the support for the Arab oil embargo and radical Arab
regimes in its aftermath21—as proof that Moscow could not be trusted.
Conservative and neoconservative leaders and commentators—quite a few
of them Jews for whom the war had given existential pause and rekindled
group identity22—argued that the conflict revealed the illusory nature of
détente.23 Meanwhile, Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy in the aftermath of war,
however considerable an accomplishment, both reignited tensions with Is-
rael24 and undermined détente because of the manifest exclusion of Moscow.25

Ultimately, Nixon, Kissinger, and other proponents of détente found them-
selves unable to prevail in the battle to preserve the domestic legitimacy of
détente, their failure symbolized by the passage of Jackson-Vanik.

The concluding chapter, “Nixon’s Final Months, the Legacy of the
Period, and the Lessons of the Case,” begins by tracing the development
of American-Israeli relations in the final months of Nixon’s presidency
and the enduring impact of the changes that had occurred in the bilateral
relationship during the early 1970s. It then elaborates at length on rich in-
sights the case offers for students in four fields: American history, Israeli
history, American-Israeli relations, and foreign policy-making and inter-
national affairs.
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JOINING THE

CONSERVATIVE BROTHERHOOD

“It is time for Israel (and I don’t think it will do any good to suggest this
the American Jewish community [sic]) to face up to the fact that their only
reliable friends are the hawks in this country . . . we are going to stand up
in Vietnam and in NATO and in the MidEast, but it is a question of all or
none. . . . We are going to be in power for the next three years and this is
going to be the policy of this country. Unless they understand it and act as
if they understood it beginning now they are down the tubes.”

—Nixon to Kissinger, 17 March 1970*

President Nixon’s Middle Eastern policy shifted considerably in the direc-
tion of Israel during his first five years in office. Nixon’s early disposition
troubled a good many Israeli observers. In December 1968, the president-
elect’s special emissary to the Middle East, former governor of Pennsylva-
nia William Scranton, recommended the adoption of a more “evenhanded”
American policy.1 In a press conference on January 27, just a week after his
inauguration, the new president called the Middle East a very explosive
“powder keg” that “needs to be defused.”2 It was not long before Nixon
authorized the launching of parallel exploratory discussions—with the So-
viets (the two-power talks) and with the Soviets, French, and British (the
four-power talks)—declaring that Moscow might be disposed to assume a
“peacemaking role” in the Middle East to avert superpower confrontation.3

Nixon’s denials notwithstanding,4 this flurry of diplomatic initiatives
evoked the specter of an imposed solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict.
Jerusalem would have been even more anxious had its leaders been privy to
Nixon’s instructions behind closed doors. The president’s overriding desire
to honorably disentangle the United States from the Vietnam imbroglio led
him to consider a quid pro quo with Moscow under which American con-
cessions in the Middle East—almost certainly at Israel’s expense—would

7



8 Nixon and Israel

be traded for Soviet assistance in Southeast Asia.5 Worse still from the 
Israeli perspective, Nixon was not beholden to American Jewry, having re-
ceived barely 17 percent of the Jewish vote in 1968. So eager was he to
demonstrate indifference to Jewish pressure that he explicitly instructed his
top aides to leave domestic political considerations out of Middle Eastern
policy deliberations.6 Nixon and Israel seemed destined to collide, and, dur-
ing the heyday of American-Soviet détente between late 1971 and late 1973,
matters could well have come to a head; after all, we now know that in
order to break the ice with the People’s Republic of China, Nixon was per-
fectly willing to compromise in advance the most vital interests of another
small ally endowed with a potent (albeit, in this case, declining) lobby in the
United States—the Republic of China or Taiwan.7

Instead of this scenario, just the reverse took place. Nixon’s turning
point occurred in late 1971, when the Moscow summit was already in sight,
and by the eve of the 1973 October war, the administration had come
around to essentially accepting Israel’s adherence to the status quo in the
Middle East. American financial assistance to Israel had nearly quadrupled,
and the sale of sophisticated American military equipment had been institu-
tionalized. The very partial documentation at hand suggests further that
Nixon played a pivotal role in striking a new “don’t ask, don’t tell” deal be-
tween Israel and the United States that allowed Israel to cross the nuclear
threshold without confronting much international criticism.8 During the ini-
tial and critical stages of the 1973 war, it was Nixon, again, who made the
crucial decision to send a massive airlift to replenish Israel’s depleted military
arsenal. No wonder, then, that at least until early 1974 the Israeli leadership
regarded Nixon favorably, as a president who had dramatically increased
the scale of American strategic commitment to Israel.9

To understand the reasons for this fascinating and fateful evolution of
the American-Israeli relationship during the Nixon years, it is necessary
to carefully retrace the historical record. We will begin with a review of
Nixon’s Israel policy until the autumn of 1970, followed by an examina-
tion of the debate in Israel over how best to respond. We will then carry
the story forward to the autumn of 1971, exploring reasons for Nixon’s
shift toward Israel. Finally, we will look at how and why the American-
Israeli relationship cemented further between late 1971 and the 1973 war
and what this tells us about the broader debate regarding the nature and
roots of the American-Israeli “special relationship.”

Nixon’s Early Record

Through the autumn of 1970, American-Israeli relations were fraught
with discord. Tensions surfaced frequently. On 9 December 1969, Secre-
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tary of State William Rogers launched the Rogers Plan, as it came to be
known, which stipulated that in the context of peace and agreements on
security, Israel would be required to withdraw to the pre-1967 interna-
tional border between Israel and Egypt. Nine days later, U.S. Ambassador
to the UN Charles Yost presented an essentially parallel plan for an Is-
raeli-Jordanian settlement. Jerusalem rejected the plan vigorously, explic-
itly dubbing it an appeasement of the Arabs at Israel’s expense.10 Three
months later, on 23 March 1970, Secretary Rogers announced that the
president had decided to hold Israel’s request for one hundred A-4 Sky-
hawk and twenty-five F-4 Phantom jets in abeyance, pending further de-
velopments in the area.11 Relations reached a new low point in early
August, in the wake of Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir’s grudging en-
dorsement of an Egyptian-Israeli ceasefire proposed by the State Depart-
ment, at the cost of a dissolved National Unity government and shrinking
plurality in the Knesset. A virtual “dialogue of the deaf” across the At-
lantic ensued about the details of Israel’s commitments under the agree-
ment, with Kissinger sarcastically commenting on Israeli procrastination
and Meir accusing the State Department of forging the Israeli signature.12

These tensions largely reflected the web of interrelated policy dilem-
mas that would have severely tested the resourcefulness of any newcomer
to the White House in 1969: globally, how to curb Soviet influence in the
Middle East without eliciting Soviet retribution in Vietnam, let alone trig-
gering direct superpower confrontation; regionally, how to woo Arab rad-
icals from the Soviet orbit and strengthen Arab moderates without alarming
Israel; and domestically, how to maintain support for a major commitment
in distant lands in a country torn by the trauma of Vietnam. As historian
Ephraim Karsh observes, juggling so many balls would have been chal-
lenging even in the most benign of circumstances, and the highly charged at-
mosphere of a spiraling Israeli-Egyptian War of Attrition, when the
perceptions of enemies were light years apart, was anything but benign.13

Yet, the flashpoints also bear Nixon’s distinctive fingerprints. Two
features stand out. First, inevitably perhaps, but nevertheless unfortu-
nately, Vietnam sapped Nixon’s attention and constantly shaped his pol-
icy decisions. Second, Nixon’s dysfunctional obsession with American
Jewish political clout fueled his proclivity to detect conspiracies, lending
a capricious and haphazard quality to American Middle East policy and
generally making a difficult policy-making environment worse.

At the outset, Nixon’s principal concern was that the Soviet Union
seemed poised to make further inroads into the Arab world through 
the exploitation of Arab frustration over the post-1967 impasse.14

Moscow, Nixon believed, correctly calculated that the American people
would not have the stomach to open a second military front and stand up
to the challenge.15
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Quite at a loss himself on how to tackle the problem,16 Nixon at this
stage leaned toward the State Department’s view that regional instability
benefited the Soviets, Israel’s intransigence was the root cause of Soviet
gains in the region, and the administration could not simply sit idly by.17

Not trusting Kissinger, his Jewish national security adviser, to act impar-
tially in this policy area, he thus consigned the Middle East portfolio to an
enthusiastic State Department, keeping in the department’s hands both the
four-power talks (Yost) and the more substantial two-power talks (Joseph
Sisco, the new assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern / South Asian
Affairs). For several months, the discussions Sisco conducted with Soviet
Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin represented a genuine effort on Nixon’s
part to seek out a solution: he allowed the State Department to present a
demanding “general principles” paper to visiting Israeli foreign minister
Abba Eban, generating a sour Israeli response18 and, more than he would
ever do later, kept abreast of the minute details of the discussions.19

It was not long, however, before Sisco’s disappointing round of meet-
ings in Moscow led Nixon to conclude that “the goddam Russians don’t
seem to want a settlement,”20 closing the door on the most concerted at-
tempt during his tenure to reach an understanding with the Soviet Union
on the Middle East. This quick turnaround on Nixon’s part suggests he
had always doubted the Soviets would prove responsive;21 it also corrob-
orates Kissinger’s observation that Nixon’s delegation of a major policy
role to the State Department sprang largely from his wish to keep a dis-
tance from a policy area in which, to him, success seemed unlikely and the
risks of adverse domestic reaction were high.22

This pursuit of leeway for the president—the office and the person—is
defensible enough, but not so when the quest acquires Machiavellian char-
acteristics, as was the case in Nixon’s deliberate undermining of the Rogers
Plan. True, as an instrument of launching an era of negotiations in the Mid-
dle East, the plan was doomed to fail; Rogers himself conceded that irre-
spective of the Israeli position, the inflexibility of both the Soviets and the
Egyptians almost certainly precluded a major breakthrough.23 Still, Rogers
pleaded with Nixon to go ahead with the plan, emphasizing two sets of ob-
jectives. First, on the eve of the Arab summit in Rabat, it was crucial to bol-
ster moderate voices in the Arab world and stem the momentum of
radicalism manifested in civil turmoil in Lebanon, the toppling of Libya’s
King Idris, and Arab threats to withdraw acceptance of UN Resolution 242
as the legal framework for resolving the conflict. Second, a more evenhanded
American policy would not only point the way to a just solution, but would
also gain the administration points with its important European allies.24

Nixon did not dispute the logic of Rogers’s argument. He too dreaded
a “domino-type” advance of radicalism across the Middle East25 and he sec-
onded the idea of a symbolic gesture as one means to stem the tide, know-
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ing that the delivery of the first American F-4 Phantom aircraft to Israel in
September had caused the Arab world to erupt in furious protest.26 He found
the plan objectionable, however, on domestic political grounds. To his mind,
it was bound to trigger a wave of protest orchestrated by the American Jew-
ish community, at precisely the delicate moment when he was preparing a re-
sponse to the largest and most dramatic anti-Vietnam War action ever, the
moratorium.27 Nixon was determined to shield himself from the expected
wrath of the Jewish community in response to the Rogers Plan. And with his
habitual distrust of the State Department reinforced by a leak from his con-
fidential discussions with Golda Meir in late September,28 Nixon wanted to
be certain the fire would be diverted to the State Department.

In Nixon’s own words, he contrived with Kissinger to stage a “cha-
rade.”29 In October, at the same time that he gave Rogers the green light
to disseminate his plan among the parties, he had aides put out the word
to American Jewish community leaders suggesting that he was disassoci-
ating himself from the proposal that the State Department was drawing
up.30 The surreptitious gambit was repeated in December: Nixon approved
the Rogers Plan announcement for an Israeli-Jordanian settlement, but
then rushed confidential instructions to Leonard Garment, his liaison with
the Jewish community. Garment later explained that Nixon’s game of “cre-
ative duplicity” involved “ask[ing] a foreign head of state [Meir] to un-
dercut the U.S. secretary of state at the instruction of the president of the
United States.”31 Meir and American Jewish leaders readily obliged.32

Although favorable in December, Nixon’s fixation with putative Jewish
power boded ill for Israel the next March. Israel’s request to purchase
twenty-five F-4E Phantom and one hundred A-4 Skyhawk combat planes
had been at the forefront of the bilateral agenda ever since Israel secured a
pledge along these lines from outgoing president Lyndon Johnson. During his
first meeting with Golda Meir in late September, Nixon did not shy away
from linking arms with a sensible Israeli position on the contours of a future
peace;33 however, on balance, he was more amenable to Israel’s requests than
his secretaries of defense and state. He appeared to accept Kissinger’s argu-
ment that the imperatives of deterring the Arabs and reassuring the Israelis
actually required that the United States keep the balance of military power
tipped in Israel’s favor. For example, in July 1969, Nixon torpedoed the sug-
gestion of the Department of Defense to use the sale of F-4 jets as leverage
to roll back Israel’s nuclear ambitions,34 and in September, he approved the
dispatch of the first batch of Phantoms, again overruling Secretary of Defense
Melvin Laird (and expecting to garner some gratitude from American Jews).35

Why, then, did Nixon change direction in March (sending Rogers—
again!—to announce the bad news to Israel)?36 By all eyewitness accounts,
Nixon made the decision in a fit of rage at American Jewry for the stormy
protests that embarrassed visiting French president Georges Pompidou.37
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The occasion brought Nixon’s instinctive distrust of Jews into the open: as
Kissinger was laboring to minimize what he termed a near “major disas-
ter” in Nixon’s attitude toward Israel, the president was complaining to his
closest aide about Kissinger’s meddling.38 This was the state of mind in
which Nixon scribbled his warning cited in the epigraph of this chapter: in-
stead of taking its cue from the New York Times, Israel must adjust to the
fact that its best friends were not to be found among the “weak reeds” of
the liberal center and the New Left, but among their opponents, the hawk-
ish conservatives who “stand up” in Vietnam.

The record is too obscure to allow a determination of whether Nixon
was also driven by another motive, one far more legitimate because it was
integral to the Middle East policy scene: inducing Israel to halt its aerial
bombings of the Egyptian Nile Valley heartland. Israel opened this new
chapter in the War of Attrition in early January, with a threefold purpose
in mind: to force Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser to terminate the
war; if possible, to unseat Nasser; and to forestall the imposition of a so-
lution akin to the Rogers Plan.39 Except for a low-key démarche by Amer-
ican ambassador to Israel Wohlworth Barbour, the administration initially
looked the other way;40 like Jerusalem, Washington failed to anticipate
that the Israeli escalation would beget escalation, triggering, or at least
providing a convenient pretext for, the largest direct involvement of Soviet
combat forces outside the Warsaw Pact during the Cold War until
Afghanistan.41 Whether Nixon was, by March, signaling a red light or a
green light to Israel had become a point of controversy between practi-
tioners at the time and researchers ever since, who continue to haggle over
a particularly spotty and vexing body of evidence.42 To illustrate, in a con-
versation on March 10 with Kissinger, Nixon explains his Phantom deci-
sion as a lever to stem the escalation in the Middle East;43 a week later, in
contrast, Kissinger’s notes record Nixon as intimating to a flabbergasted
Rabin his hope that Israel would “knock out” the SA-3 antiaircraft bat-
teries the Soviets had installed in Egypt.44 The contradictory evidence may
well reflect the difficulty Nixon’s interlocutors faced in deciphering his in-
tentions; after all, the president could not be too explicit about a sugges-
tion to a small ally to persist in an operation that ran the risk of
confronting the Soviet Union directly. But the confusion seems also to sug-
gest genuine ambivalence on Nixon’s part: as in Vietnam, Nixon may have
been torn between his instinct for brinkmanship and his awareness that
the climate of opinion at home placed limits on military adventurism.45

Whatever his intentions in March, by the summer of 1970 Nixon was
growing eager to promote an Egyptian-Israeli ceasefire. The spring had seen
Nixon grappling with his most serious political crisis since being elected
president. The abortive invasion of Cambodia and the killings of student
protesters at Kent State University incurred widespread hostility, forcing
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him to tread cautiously in the Middle East.46 Meanwhile, the danger of 
superpower confrontation loomed larger in the region itself, as Soviet Red
Army artillery shelled Israeli positions and Soviet pilots engaged Israeli jet
fighters.47 From Nixon’s perspective, a negotiated ceasefire was not only
the most politically viable solution, but also an outcome that could, to some
extent, release him from a double domestic and international bind.

At that juncture, Nixon’s diagnosis of the problem was for once ac-
tually shared by all the branches of government: Kissinger, Nixon, and
even Rogers agreed that the spiraling war in the Middle East was mainly
due to Soviet machinations.48 They also shared a realization that the
specter of superpower collision had rendered the military option unten-
able. Israel concurred with the assessment that the escalating situation
was attributable to Soviet actions and, to at least some degree, subscribed
to the view that a diplomatic solution was essential. This helps explain the
Israeli decision to shelve its deep penetration strategy in the aftermath of
the air battle with Soviet pilots.49 When Rogers introduced a simple and
modest “stop shooting, start talking” formula for the ceasefire in June,
these basic points of consensus should have facilitated a quick and smooth
progression to an agreement between Washington and Jerusalem on the
terms of the ceasefire, but that was not to be.

While Jerusalem was partly to blame for the tumultuous and nearly
abortive dialogue that in fact transpired, the complications were, to a con-
siderable extent, of Nixon’s doing. As we have seen, since his assumption
of power, Nixon had fostered an Israeli policy sphere marked by intrigue
and bureaucratic schizophrenia. By the summer of 1970, these habits had
become too entrenched to change. As Nixon and Kissinger anticipated,
Rogers’s very association with the ceasefire proposal made it suspect for
Golda Meir, who was hardly on speaking terms with the secretary of
state.50 In Washington, meanwhile, Rogers and Kissinger resumed a pat-
tern of virulent bickering, flinging accusations of deceit and disloyalty.51

It took a series of inducements from Nixon to persuade Israel to accede
to the ceasefire agreement. Obviously impressed by a letter signed by seventy-
two senators protesting the March Phantom decision, Nixon in late May
overruled the State Department and approved the delivery of the remaining
planes from the December 1968 arms deal, but he made no promise to sell
additional aircraft.52 In an interview on television on July 1, he stated that
Israel must withdraw to “borders that are defensible”—a most welcome im-
provement, from Israel’s standpoint, on the Rogers Plan’s endorsement of
the 1967 borders.53 In a personal letter to Meir on July 24, the president
added a formulation that would later serve as the foundation of Israel’s po-
sition: “[N]o Israeli solider should be withdrawn from the present lines until
a binding contractual peace agreement satisfactory to you has been
achieved.” Israel responded positively to these inducements and—after one
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last confused effort to obtain a different phrasing of the ceasefire document
floundered on a rare united front of Nixon aides54—Jerusalem accepted a
three-month ceasefire, which went into effect on August 7.

Only two days later, Israel reported that the Egyptians had violated
the agreement by moving antiaircraft missiles into the demilitarized stand-
still zone. Apparently seeing some conspiracy in the Israeli reports, Rogers
refused to credit them even after American photo intelligence produced in-
controvertible confirming evidence. Only after Meir made her case to
Nixon and Kissinger did the State Department issue a public comment on
Egyptian violations.55 The first phase in Nixon’s Israeli policy—a phase
marked by uncertain positions, suspicion, and inconsistencies—thus ended
on an appropriately discordant note.

Israel’s Search for a Response

The administration’s outburst of initiatives in early 1969 put Israel’s pol-
icy-makers on the defensive. Israel’s America-watchers struggled to gauge
Nixon’s intentions and formulate a response. A number of ranking Israeli
Foreign Service officers viewed Nixon’s ascendancy with trepidation.
Comparing Nixon unfavorably with his predecessor, they contended that
the new president’s disposition to apply pressure on Israel was well in-
grained and could be traced back to his tenure as Eisenhower’s vice pres-
ident. The president, they judged, was too influenced by the domestic
neo-isolationist sentiment and, if the opportunity arose, might well strike
a deal with the Soviets and, in the words of foreign ministry secretary
General Gideon Rafael, “sell Israel down the river.”56 Based on Nixon’s
statements, the exacting major policy paper the administration presented
to Eban in March, and Joseph Sisco’s reluctance to debrief Israel about the
details of the two-power talks in a timely manner,57 this assessment was
also reinforced by the American Jewish community’s suspicion of Nixon,
as well as by some personal friendships formed between key Israeli 
embassy officials and President Johnson and his aides.58

Rather than drawing policy recommendations from this grim projec-
tion, most members of this group adopted a wait-and-see approach. An
exception to this rule was Nixon’s sharpest critic among the Israelis, Am-
bassador Rabin’s second-in-command, Shlomo Argov. He considered the
situation so severe as to warrant an all-out public campaign that would
explicitly target Nixon. Only this extreme measure, he cabled Jerusalem,
might display enough Israeli resolve to deter the president from sacrific-
ing vital Israeli interests.59

But public denunciation of Nixon was anathema to his superior.60

Rabin approached the Nixon issue from a different vantage point. Upon
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his release from the army, this celebrated chief of staff of the 1967 war had
surprised Prime Minister Levi Eshkol by his unorthodox request to serve
as Israel’s ambassador to the United States. Once installed, Rabin did not
cooperate closely with the Johnson administration or with the leaders of
the American Jewish establishment and lobby; by July 1968, for instance,
he held Johnson personally responsible for attempts to break the ice with
Moscow and Cairo, and for holding off the decision to sell Phantoms to
Israel.61 He also proved impatient with what he perceived as the Foreign
Service’s cumbersome procedures, breeding of mediocre thinking, and
propensity to leak sensitive information (American as well as Israeli),
going as far as sharing his impatience with the press. These dispositions
provided instant and lasting common ground between Rabin and the in-
coming administration. Moreover, Rabin had met both Nixon and
Kissinger several times prior to 1969, finding common language with their
Realpolitik outlook on world affairs and their underlining of the Soviet
threat. The social setting of some of these meetings fostered mutual amity:
Rabin had participated in a Kissinger seminar in 1964 and, as chief of
staff, had played host to a grateful out-of-politics Nixon in 1966.62 Ac-
cordingly, early 1969 saw Rabin seeking to keep the antagonism with the
White House to a minimum. Within the embassy, he ameliorated the lan-
guage of the embassy’s widely circulated bulletins when they described
American positions that Israel opposed and wanted to modify.63 And in
his communications with Jerusalem, he advised the government to sto-
ically weather the diplomatic storm. A perceptive observer of the Ameri-
can domestic scene, Rabin explained that the burgeoning neo-isolationist
current left Nixon no choice but to launch discussions with Moscow on
the Middle East. Although less confident of Nixon’s reliability as Israel’s
advocate than he would later claim in his memoirs, Rabin correctly pre-
dicted that the whole diplomatic exercise would come to naught because
of Soviet rigidity.64

Eliciting a rare endorsement from Foreign Minister Eban, Rabin’s rec-
ommendation that Israel maintain a low profile was accepted.65 His vic-
tory was precarious, however, since Rabin’s patron and new prime
minister, Golda Meir, tended to tilt toward confrontation. Powerful mem-
ories fed Meir’s alarm about the two- and four-power talks. Meir chose
to open her memoirs with a palpable recollection of herself as a young
girl hiding out from a pending Russian pogrom.66 The evidence at hand
suggests that sixty years later, the prime minister still retained an instinc-
tive, atavistic distrust of Russian authorities of whatever stripe, deeming
Soviet leaders irrevocably anti-Semitic and holding out no hope for a gen-
uine change of heart in the Kremlin with regard to Israel.67 Moreover,
diplomatic initiatives by an administration led by Eisenhower’s vice pres-
ident rekindled in former foreign minister Meir painful recollections of
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Israel’s American-coerced withdrawal in the aftermath of the Suez War.68

No wonder, then, that when Ambassador Barbour explained to Meir that
the administration was seeking a “meeting of the minds” with the Soviet
Union, the plain-speaking prime minister shot back, “[T]hat is precisely
what troubles us.”69

During a visit to Jerusalem in the spring, Rabin managed to bring Meir
a little closer to his more measured judgment of Nixon.70 But the first real
milestone in the erratic course of relations between the Prime Minister’s 
Office and the White House occurred during Meir’s visit in September.

Although much of the record of that visit is already in the public do-
main, the details of the most important piece of evidence, the ultra-sensitive
tête-à-tête at the Oval Office on September 26, may never be disclosed: if a
record of the meeting exists at all, it has not yet surfaced.71 For the pur-
poses at hand, it suffices to evaluate the impact of this first encounter 
between Nixon and Meir on the basis of subsequent developments—in par-
ticular, the curious dualism revealed through Meir’s references to Nixon
following the visit.

On the one hand, “Israel has a friend in the White House” became her
token praise of the president, a common refrain in both private commu-
nications and public speeches.72 Meir was not one to merely parrot a fig-
ure of speech between allies; the term genuinely denoted her profound
appreciation of Nixon’s double contribution to the improvement of rela-
tions. First, Nixon placed American policy toward Israel’s nuclear pro-
gram on a new footing, as described earlier, and removed this irritant from
the bilateral agenda, to Israel’s satisfaction. For Meir, in all likelihood,
this measure in itself attested to Nixon’s commitment to Israel’s survival.
Second, the principals agreed to reserve their most important communi-
cations to a direct back channel between their offices.73 This arrangement
effectively sidelined Eban and his foreign ministry on the Israeli side,74

and contributed (for 1969–1971) to the cacophony of voices on the Amer-
ican side previously discussed. The procedure was based on an explicit
quid pro quo: Rabin would be given direct access to the White House and
Israel, as Kissinger repeatedly reminded Rabin, would refrain from 
directly attacking the president.75

On the other hand, Meir remained worried about some crucial di-
mensions of the administration’s Middle Eastern policy, including the use
of arms deliveries as leverage to exact Israeli concessions vis-à-vis the Egyp-
tians and the Jordanians,76 and harbored lingering suspicions that Nixon
would at some point strive to coerce Israel into accepting an American-
Soviet solution.77 By late June, the time of Rogers’s second “stop shoot-
ing, start talking” initiative, anxiety threatened to overtake friendship:
Meir was on the verge of rejecting the initiative finally and unambiguously,
and a troubled Rabin managed only to tone down her messages to the
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White House.78 Utterly distrustful of Rogers, constrained by right-wing
ideologues in her National Unity government, fearing a competition for
premiership from charismatic Defense Minister Moshe Dayan, and ab-
solutely convinced that Nasser was bent on destroying Israel, Meir wa-
vered for weeks on end. Nixon’s aforementioned string of inducements
finally convinced her to accede to the initiative,79 but the language attached
to the acceptance, blistering even for Meir, betokens a crisis of confidence:
“[T]he conduct of the U.S. is an insult to Israel, its government, and its
people . . . this attitude bears the mark of dictation, not consultation.”80

Nixon’s Transition, September 1970–November 1971:
Standard Explanations

The clouds on the horizon of American-Israeli relations dispersed rather
quickly. By March 1971, Rabin was able to happily tell Kissinger he saw
“no problems” brewing in the near future.81 A number of developments
had prompted this change. The maintenance of the ceasefire on the Suez
Canal and the death of Nasser had served to reduce the danger of U.S.-
Soviet confrontation82 and the situation in the region appeared more man-
ageable to American policy-makers. A relieved Nixon immersed himself
in the November midterm elections and Southeast Asia83—to the point,
his aides complained, of losing his grip on Middle East developments.84

Nixon was also influenced by another episode that, according to the
prevalent view, marks a watershed in his Israeli policy—the dramatic cri-
sis in Jordan. In mid-September 1970, civil war broke out between King
Hussein’s army and Palestinian organizations, the latter backed by invad-
ing Syrian forces. Overestimating Soviet involvement, Nixon and Kissinger
perceived the Syrian intervention as a Soviet attempt to shift the regional
balance of power in Moscow’s favor. As political scientist Bar-Siman-Tov
writes, limits in American regional capabilities convinced Nixon to accept
Kissinger’s advice and coordinate a military “division of labor” with the Is-
raelis: Jerusalem would deter Syria, and the United States would deter
Moscow from intervening against Israel. As hoped by Washington and
Jerusalem, this coordination helped tip the military balance in Hussein’s
favor. Probably oversimplifying the situation, Nixon came to believe that
it was the threat of Israeli military might—demonstrated through Israeli
overflights of Syrian armored columns—that had caused Damascus to
withdraw and secured victory for Hussein and thereby boosted the ad-
ministration’s morale and credibility on the eve of congressional elections,
when such a boost was sorely needed. Moreover, in light of Jerusalem’s
deference to American guidance, Nixon came to perceive Israel as a re-
sponsible partner, a “strategic asset” for the United States in the Middle
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East. According to a wide range of veteran practitioners, historians and
political scientists, this was the moment that Nixon shifted his policy to-
ward Israel.85 To illustrate the long-term significance of this episode, they
cite Kissinger’s communication to Meir on Nixon’s behalf: “[T]he President
will never forget Israel’s role in preventing the deterioration in Jordan and
blocking the attempt to overturn the regime there. He said that the United
States is fortunate in having an ally like Israel in the Middle East. These
events will be taken into account in future developments.”86

Recent archival revelations partially corroborate this analysis,87 but
also show that although Nixon’s shift toward Israel may have begun with
“Black September” 1970,88 it was completed more than a year later and,
to a certain degree, for different reasons.

The emerging picture for most of 1971 is of an ambivalent, slightly
perplexed president straddling the Arab-Israeli issue and showing his typ-
ical Janus face to Kissinger and Rogers. During the winter, he was content
with doing little, pleasing his national security adviser and the Israeli gov-
ernment.89 Following Rogers’s May 1971 visit to Egypt, however, Nixon
changed tack. Historian Claire Diagle only slightly overstates his case
when he argues that for several months at least, the president endorsed
evenhandedness.90 Convinced by Rogers that Sadat was mellowing in his
attitude toward Israel and that the expulsion of Soviet military advisers
from Egypt could be had in exchange for Israeli carrots, he authorized
the secretary to press the Israelis into an interim agreement on the Suez
Canal, providing this explanation: “[I]t is essential that no more aid pro-
grams for Israel be approved until they agree to some kind of interim ac-
tion on the Suez or some other issue . . . the interests of the United States
will be served . . . by tilting the policy . . . on the side of 100 million Arabs
rather than on the side of two million Israelis.”91

In June, Nixon coupled word with deed and suspended the delivery
of Phantoms, telling his chief of staff and confidante H. R. Haldeman that
he would not “play the Jewish game” of “strin[ging] us along until the
elections . . . when they hope to replace us.”92 He reversed course some-
what toward the late summer, partly because of concern lest a diplomatic
offensive in the Middle East overshadow and undermine the dramatic
China policy initiative, and partly because of disappointment over Sadat’s
decision to sign a treaty of friendship with the Soviet Union.93 This re-
versal did not suffice to alleviate the apprehensions of Meir and other top
Israeli officials about the conditions placed on the flow of arms, Wash-
ington’s failure to fully brief Israel about American contacts with Sadat,
and the president’s inability or unwillingness to rein in the state and 
defense departments.94

It was only at a meeting with Meir in early December 1971 that
Nixon’s shift toward Israel was truly completed. Only then did he raise the
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scale of his administration’s commitment to Israel in all crucial areas. First,
instead of urging Meir to substantially moderate Israel’s negotiating stance
on the interim agreement, he merely emphasized the importance of keep-
ing up the appearance of negotiating in good faith, underlining two ob-
jectives: to avoid jeopardizing the 1972 American-Soviet summit, and to
place the American delegation to the summit in a reasonably comfortable
bargaining position.95 In doing so, Nixon shunned British impressions
that Sadat signed his treaty of friendship with the Soviet Union not out of
affinity with Moscow but in order to secure his domestic political sur-
vival, and that Sadat was disposed to exit the Soviet orbit if Israel ac-
cepted the principle of returning to the 1967 border lines.96 Second, Nixon
signed a long-term supply agreement with Meir that ended the ad hoc 
nature of arms supply and the linking of it to Israeli policy.97 Third, heed-
ing Meir’s complaints about State Department intrusions and probably
spurred on by the proven utility of back channels in other policy contexts,
Nixon and Meir found means to intensify and institutionalize the practice
of communicating through Rabin and Kissinger while keeping the State
Department and the Israeli foreign ministry in the dark. Subsequently,
both principals would meticulously adhere to this procedure.98

Having established the partiality of the “strategic asset” argument,
let us canvass the field of alternative explanations pertinent to the timing
and endurance of Nixon’s shift, in the ascending order corresponding to
the importance of the Israeli role in bringing the factor to bear on Nixon.

First, Israel had obviously very little to do with one key determinant:
the unflinching Soviet rigidity regarding the Arab-Israeli conflict between
1969 and 1971. Several historians have suggested that during high dé-
tente, Nixon and Kissinger’s Cold War–driven refusal to cooperate with
the Soviets hindered diplomatic management of the conflict.99 To some
degree, one may level the same criticism against the Kremlin for the years
1969–1971. Unable or unwilling to bear upon their Arab clients, Moscow
continuously missed diplomatic opportunities to drive a wedge between
Israel and Nixon, or even to embarrass Jerusalem. The Soviet policy-mak-
ers responded unimaginatively to Sisco’s suggestions at the two-power
talks. They dismissed the Rogers initiative of 1969 out of hand, saving 
Israel from being blamed for its failure.100And in 1971, they played to 
Israel’s script by signing the treaty of friendship with Sadat.

Second, since Nixon tended to personalize his dealings with foreign
countries, the opinion he formed of Rabin and Meir must be taken into
account. Although the impact of his rapport with the ambassador can
hardly be overstated, this is not the case in his dealings with the prime
minister: impressed by her patriotism and toughness, Nixon was uncom-
fortable with what struck him as Meir’s typically Jewish emotionalism.101

More generally, Nixon was not significantly driven by a value-based 
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commitment to a small, fellow democratic state vis-à-vis an alien Arab
world. He did occasionally make this argument, but largely in the Re-
alpolitik terms of preserving American Cold War credibility with friends
(and the deterrence of foes) or with a clear instrumental goal in mind.102

Third, Kissinger’s growing bureaucratic clout certainly helped Israel
secure the president’s ear. Kissinger was hardly always at one with the
Meir government, but the convictions informing his recommendations (at
least from late 1969 onward) generally accorded with the Israeli perspec-
tive. He deemed a comprehensive Arab-Israeli settlement unattainable at
that time and tried to persuade Nixon that America’s troubles in the Arab
world were due less to the Arab-Israeli conflict and more to Soviet en-
croachment and Arab radicalism.103 Since Nixon initially confined
Kissinger to the limited role of diverting domestic criticism away from the
White House, these assessments began to shape American policy only in
the wake of the September 1970 Jordanian crisis.104 Even afterward, the
national security adviser became Nixon’s point person on the Middle East
only in fits and starts,105 in part simply because Rogers and Sisco enjoyed
the advantage of focusing their attention on the region, while Kissinger
spread himself thin by insisting on personally masterminding a multitude
of crucial back channels in other key policy spheres.

Kissinger played the bureaucratic game skillfully. He managed to keep
a partial watch on the State Department through close contact with Sisco.106

He intimated his plans only to a few Nixon confidantes well disposed to-
ward Israel, like Attorney General John Mitchell.107 Most importantly, he
treaded carefully with Nixon. First, he overplayed Israel’s trust in Nixon,
taking advantage of the president’s need for constant praise.108 Second, the
Jewish intellectual endeavored to be perceived by Nixon as an advocate of
neither Israel nor the American Jewish community, sensing Nixon’s anti-
Semitic streak and knowing that any hint of pro-Jewish policy on his part
would be exploited by his bureaucratic rivals. He thus downplayed his
points of agreement with Jerusalem. For instance, the Nixon tapes show
that during a preparatory discussion with Nixon on the eve of Meir’s sem-
inal December 1971 visit to the White House, he suggested that Nixon link
the supply of arms to Israeli flexibility about the interim agreement with
Egypt—and was relieved when Nixon proceeded to do just the reverse.109

The Israeli side cooperated seamlessly with Kissinger’s measures. The
pattern of a back channel that bypassed and sidelined the Israeli foreign min-
istry (and the State Department) was consistent with both the tradition of
policy-making in Israel110 and the personal preferences of Meir and Rabin.111

The partnership between Kissinger and Rabin was also enhanced by their
shared lack of respect for Eban and Rogers;112 For example, Rabin went as
far as bluntly chastising his superior for “failing to understand that deeds
rather than words ultimately determine foreign policy outcomes,” while the
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foreign ministry reciprocated by wryly reminding Rabin and his staff that
“statecraft consists of assessing, exploiting and shaping uncertainty.”113

Hence, Rabin reminded the more suspicious Meir that Israel’s interests
would best be served by acknowledging Kissinger’s need not to be vulnera-
ble to accusations of double loyalty. Rabin was probably an influence, also,
in a message welcome to Nixon in substance and tone: Meir’s communica-
tion, at the December 1971 meeting, of her willingness to consider a minor
withdrawal from the Suez Canal provided the negotiations would be con-
ducted exclusively through the good offices of the White House.114

Kissinger’s clinching of lasting policy dominance on the Middle East
certainly coincided with Nixon’s turn toward Israel at the December 1971
meeting: in late September, Nixon advised Soviet foreign minister
Gromyko to negotiate with Kissinger rather than Rogers,115 and in Janu-
ary 1972 he instructed Rogers to slow down the State Department’s diplo-
matic activity in the area.116 Despite Kissinger’s substantial influence,
however, it would be misleading to assign him sole or even primary re-
sponsibility for the timing and the endurance of Nixon’s shift, as it is clear
that the national security adviser’s standing with the increasingly envious
Nixon grew quite precarious following the string of spectacular summitry
successes of 1972.117 The specific timing of the change had much to do
with, first, Nixon’s wish to counter India’s victory over Pakistan by man-
ifesting America’s backing of client state Israel,118 and second, Nixon’s
belief, especially in light of Sadat’s unpredictability, that a turn toward Is-
rael made sense during an election year.119 The endurance of the shift, in
turn, resulted in large part from Nixon’s new confidence in Israel as his
firm supporter and member of the conservative camp.

Israel’s Conservative Turn and Nixon’s Shift

Rewarding loyalty and punishing disloyalty is a staple of the human con-
dition and of political life, one that American presidents have been known
to practice with passion and venom. But Nixon’s extremes in valuing loy-
alty places him on his own among American presidents, as Watergate all
too clearly illustrates. He infused the administration with his vindictive
“Us vs. Them” mentality to a pathological degree.120 The Israeli govern-
ment made several policy choices, largely overlooked in the literature, that
were well attuned to Nixon’s obsession with loyalty and had a palpable
impact on his image of, and policy toward, Israel.121

The first choice concerned the Soviet Union. Israeli representatives kept
their American counterparts immediately and fully informed of several So-
viet feelers designed to open a direct channel of discussion with Jerusalem.
Interestingly, on one such early occasion Rabin told Kissinger, in strict 



22 Nixon and Israel

confidence and “for White House knowledge only,” that Israel had indicated
its willingness to participate provided the designated Israeli representative
would be able to talk to the two top Soviet leaders directly. Probably in ac-
cordance with Israeli expectations, this precondition was never met.122

The second choice concerned Vietnam. Previous Israeli governments had
given Washington only very guarded support in this matter (and had nei-
ther diplomatic nor military relations with South Vietnam itself).123 The
Eshkol government refused to comply with President Johnson’s public in-
sistence that “anyone who gave so much to Israel . . . was entitled to a little
consideration on . . . Vietnam.”124 The official Israeli explanation conve-
niently shifted the blame to the prime minister’s need to keep a modus
vivendi with a Socialist party that was part of his coalition, but the actual
overriding reason was the need to avoid further antagonizing watchful
Kremlin leaders who held sway over two and a half million Jews.125

Golda Meir broke away from this pattern of ambiguity and reticence.
On 7 November 1969 she sent Nixon a private and secret letter that
praised his keynote “silent majority” speech as providing reassurance to
small nations fighting for their survival. She then surprised even Ambas-
sador Barbour by letting the letter make headline news in the United States
and aligning Israel publicly with Nixon on the floor of the Knesset.126

There is no reason to doubt the sincerity of the message. Meir spoke
for her cabinet members, including the more dovish Eban, and the great
majority of the Jewish members of Knesset.127 Most Israelis feared that a
swift American withdrawal from Vietnam would deal a heavy blow to
American prestige, signal a general American retreat from world affairs,
and embolden the Soviets and Arabs to take the offensive against a more
vulnerable Israel.128 The message was also expressive of Meir’s mood of
active defiance of the Soviet Union, soon to reveal itself in such other
spheres as Israel’s Soviet Jewish emigration policy.

Yet, the message was indisputably calculated primarily to curry favor
with Nixon. In writing this letter, Meir was heeding the advice of her am-
bassador,129 who had developed sharp instincts for Nixon’s personality
and outlook on the domestic scene.130 Following the unfolding of the Viet-
nam drama closely, he realized the deep antagonism between Nixon and
the antiwar movement and proposed to bring the point of Israel’s common
concern about a neo-isolationist surge home to Nixon. Moreover, Nixon
actually signaled to Israel, through Garment, that public support would
be rewarded,131 and the Israeli principals in turn regarded the publication
of the letter as an investment in Nixon, a move that would secure, as
Argov put it, Nixon’s support in the campaign to “block the State 
Department and the Russians.”132

The letter set the direction for Israeli policy throughout the Nixon
years. Receding to the background, probably because of the objection of
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American Jewish liberals, Meir and Rabin responded to White House
requests and continued to spread the word among Jews and gentiles about
Israel’s support of Nixon’s Vietnam stand.133 They even took pains to
apologize for the insignificant, few, and far-between anti–Vietnam War
protests of anti-Zionist Jewish leftist groups in Israel.134 The effort bore
fruit. Nixon appreciated Meir’s public rush to second his “silent majority”
speech, since the speech to his mind was pivotal in holding the line against
unpatriotic radicals who represented a threat to national security.135 By
the beginning of 1972, he spoke favorably about Israel’s Vietnam record,
not merely in his communications to close aides and Israeli officials, but
even in the midst of his periodic anti-Semitic diatribes.136

The third choice concerned the evangelical movement in the United
States. As Melanie McAlister has pointed out, Israel’s victory in the 1967
War generated a flood of evangelical support for Israel, since the move-
ment interpreted the victory as evidence of the quickening pace of God’s
action in human history. The importance of this development did not
escape the attention of Meir’s government. The relationship had first
emerged after Israeli officials watched the film His Land by the Reverand
Billy Graham, Nixon’s confidante and the nation’s most influential evan-
gelist. The officials were impressed by the potential base of support they
might find among evangelicals. Recognizing the value of evangelicals as
an important political bloc, Meir’s government made a strategic decision
to return the evangelicals’ interest. The most conspicuous manifestation
of this new Israeli policy of courtship came in 1971, when Israel provided
the venue for “the Jerusalem conference on Biblical Prophecy.” Drawing
fifteen hundred delegates from thirty-two countries, the gathering was
greeted by no less than former Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion. 137

Students of the period are familiar with the most conspicuous exam-
ple of the fourth Israeli choice: intervention on Nixon’s behalf in the 1972
presidential race. In an interview with Israeli radio in June 1972, Rabin
made news with this reply: “[W]hile we appreciate support in the form of
words we are getting from one camp, we must prefer support in the form
of deeds we are getting from the other camp.”138 Recently declassified
archival evidence shows just how purposeful this diplomatic faux pas was.
Although his action was sparked in part by a suggestion by Nixon aide
Ken Clawson,139 it was taken happily, as Rabin deemed a McGovern vic-
tory as spelling American retreat from world affairs, and hence inimical
to Israeli interests.140 His government felt the same way.141 Indeed, behind
closed doors Rabin went to great lengths to promote a Nixon victory, ad-
vising the foreign ministry to play down a McGovern stopover in Israel,
and even giving advice, through Kissinger, to the Committee to Reelect
the President on how to take advantage of mistakes Rabin believed the
Democrats had been committing regarding American Jewry and Israel.142
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Of course, Nixon could not have factored in this manifest 1972 support
when he committed himself fully to Israel in late 1971. Yet, late 1971 al-
ready saw Meir and Rabin both actively lobbying for Nixon in American
Jewish circles143 and extending repeated feelers to Billy Graham.144 Word
filtered back to Nixon and he certainly took notice, distinguishing much
more starkly than before between the “radical and left wing” American
Jews and “the best Jews,” the Israelis.145 This new image of Israel was in-
tegral to his late 1971 decision.

December 1971–October 1973: Honeymoon 
and Complacency amid High Détente

During the next two years, the partnership between the White House and
the Prime Minister’s Office grew uncommonly intimate. Kissinger not only
treated Rabin to unflattering portraits of State Department officials, but
also hinted at his uneasiness about the president’s tendency to err in Viet-
nam and then shift the blame to his subordinates.146 That Rabin’s role in
shaping Nixon’s view of Israel by far exceeded that of the standard am-
bassador had become obvious by the time he left office in early 1973. Re-
marking to Kissinger that Rabin “has been a great friend and by God,
we’re going to reward our friends,” Nixon made time to part with the
ambassador in a long private discussion.147

Jerusalem furthered this process by continuing to offer discrete polit-
ical services after Rabin’s departure. The Israeli embassy lobbied on
Kissinger’s behalf during the confirmation proceedings leading to his ap-
pointment as secretary of state, and even tried its best to neutralize the
criticism Kissinger faced on account of wiretapping his staff. Kissinger re-
ciprocated by cultivating the new ambassador, Simcha Dinitz (who suc-
ceeded Rabin in April 1973), as much as he did Rabin.148 A rare exception
to this pattern of intimacy was Meir’s disinclination to send Nixon a let-
ter of encouragement regarding Watergate. She cited as her reason, how-
ever, not moral scruples, but the embarrassing repercussions should the
letter surface.149

Meir and Rabin also astutely looked for ways to keep Israel in Nixon’s
good graces by minimizing the matters in dispute. For instance, realizing
that the die had been cast, Meir led her government into acquiescing to a
major American arms supply deal to Saudi Arabia and Kuwait.150 Meir
also took every precaution to mitigate the only source of friction with
Nixon during this period: Soviet Jewish emigration policy. Seeking to pre-
serve détente, Nixon and Kissinger demanded that Israel expressly disavow
the Jackson-Vanik Amendment. Rabin was inclined to comply,151 but Meir
was torn, since the amendment spoke directly to some of her most pro-
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found principles and commitments. Finally, she settled on a two-pronged
policy of projecting strict neutrality while at the same time running a care-
fully guarded covert campaign in support of Jackson-Vanik, an approach
that will be described in greater detail in the next chapter.152 The strategy
was well executed and largely kept Nixon and Kissinger’s anger over Jack-
son-Vanik from spilling over to other dimensions of their Israeli policy.

These Israeli efforts to fix Nixon’s Israeli policy in place reflected the
feeling that Israel had “never had it so good,” as Meir told Nixon dur-
ing their amicable meeting on 1 March 1973.153 Meir was not alone. The
sense of satisfaction engulfed the Israeli foreign ministry and filtered
down to the Israeli public, who ranked the amused Nixon third in a pop-
ularity poll.154

The confidence in Nixon of Israeli policy-makers was enhanced by
the role they believed he played at the first and second U.S.-Soviet sum-
mits. Receiving mixed signals from Kissinger prior to the 1972 summit,
Meir had been, characteristically, quite apprehensive about an American-
Soviet deal behind Israel’s back.155 After the summit, her alarm faded.
True, she remained opposed to some major points of agreement reached
between the superpowers before and during the summit, including the ref-
erences to the abortive round of negotiations previously conducted by UN
envoy Gunnar Jarring, the refugee problem, and the safeguarding of a fu-
ture settlement by means of UN forces and international guarantees.156

This was offset by the encouragement she drew from the relative margin-
ality of the Middle East at the summit, as well as from Nixon’s evident
firmness, the Soviet reluctance to confront Nixon on Sadat’s behalf, and
Sadat’s utter disappointment with Moscow.157 Rabin, and Israel’s princi-
pal source of strategic assessments, the analysis branch of military intel-
ligence, went further and developed a positive appraisal of détente on the
basis of two arguments. First, the Arab-Israeli conflict had been fueled by
unmitigated superpower rivalry. Détente was bound to bring more sta-
bility to the area. Second, although détente represented the greatest shift
in American strategy since 1945, it still aimed at containment, though via
a different track: the notion of transforming the Soviet Union into a sta-
tus quo power with a stake in preserving the international order. In short,
far from partaking in imposing a solution on the parties, Washington
could be expected, in the context of détente, to continue to strive to re-
strain Soviet adventurism in the Middle East.158

By the second U.S.-Soviet summit in the summer of 1973, a triumphal-
ist, complacent tone crept into Israeli assessments. Oblivious to Brezh-
nev’s warning about the imminence of war unless progress was made,
Israeli observers deduced that Moscow was so concerned about the Chi-
nese threat and so in need of American economic assistance that it would
lose its poise vis-à-vis the United States, and hence its credibility in the
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Arab world.159 Even Meir grew quite confident that Nixon would not cut
an undesirable deal with the Soviets.160

Finally, Israel’s trust in Nixon went hand in hand with the conver-
gence of the American and Israeli perspectives on the Arab-Israeli con-
flict. A few dissident voices in both capitals favored the immediate
initiation of substantive negotiations with the Egyptians. On the Israeli
side, Deputy Prime Minister Yigal Allon reasoned that territorial com-
promise was the sine qua non of any settlement of the conflict, but time
was of the essence because obtaining such compromise would only be-
come progressively more difficult with the growing attachment of Israelis
to the occupied territories.161 Gideon Rafael, on his part, sensed the pos-
sibility that in the absence of progress Sadat might be driven to such des-
perate moves as launching a war.162 On the American side, Rogers made
a last stab on Middle East policy by suggesting secret Egyptian-Israeli
peace talks, while the ever-active Sisco apparently came to share Rafael’s
premonition and was attentive to indications that the Arab Gulf states
were on the verge of wielding the oil weapon. He was anxious enough to
take the unorthodox step of presenting the case for prompt action directly
to the Israeli public, over the head of the Meir government.163

These officials did not call the shots in either Washington or
Jerusalem; Rogers and Sisco, the Israelis quickly learned, had the support
of neither Nixon nor even many in the State Department.164 The prevalent
American line accepted Israel’s adherence to the status quo. This was
partly by default and partly by design. Nixon and Kissinger paid com-
paratively little attention to the Middle East, as they were preoccupied by
Vietnam and the triangular détente game.165 At least equally as important
was a purposeful strategy based on the conviction that the standstill in
the Middle East was working to America’s advantage.

To understand this strategy, let us refocus briefly on Kissinger, its prin-
cipal formulator and, as the summer of 1973 wore on and Nixon’s au-
thority was undercut by Watergate, increasingly the dominant figure in the
conduct of foreign policy.166 Kissinger aimed at a complete frustration of the
Arabs, a policy he later admitted was shortsighted.167 By maintaining Is-
rael’s military edge and a slow diplomatic pace, Kissinger believed the
United States could impress upon the Arab side the futility of relying on
Moscow to secure the recovery of the territories lost in the 1967 war. The
less radical Arabs would then turn to the United States at the expense of the
Soviets, a result Kissinger wholeheartedly pursued, détente notwithstand-
ing.168 Kissinger agreed with the Israelis that Sadat’s expulsion of Soviet ad-
visers in July 1972 vindicated this strategy.169 He did take the measure of
Israeli and Egyptian positions through diplomatic contacts in the first half
of 1973.170 He turned a cold shoulder, however, to the far-reaching outline
of a settlement Egypt tabled during those contacts.171 By the late summer,
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Kissinger concluded that the moment was inauspicious for a diplomatic
initiative, for several reasons. The Egyptians insisted on the demand that 
Israel would first withdraw from the Sinai and only then negotiate with 
the Palestinians.172 Meir was engaged in an election campaign scheduled
for late October and could not be expected to be conciliatory.173 Perhaps
most importantly, as Kissinger explained to the president’s Foreign Intelli-
gence Advisory Board, “Israel is so much stronger that the dilemma is on
the Arabs.”174

To be sure, Nixon’s public speeches at the time suggest he was actually
beginning to veer away from this standstill mentality as a result of public
Saudi threats to link oil production to American policy toward the con-
flict.175 But Kissinger was in no hurry. During the first few days of Octo-
ber, he advised Israeli and Arab ambassadors to expect the launching of a
new American initiative, probably in January 1974.176 These plans were
overtaken by a cataclysmic event unforeseen by Washington and Jerusalem.
On October 6, Yom Kippur, Egypt and Syria launched a surprise combined
military offensive against Israeli forces in Sinai and the Golan Heights.
Kissinger’s (and Nixon’s) policy lay in ruins; Israel—its society, govern-
ment, and prime minister—experienced an earthquake that proved noth-
ing short of a national trauma.

The Final Months: Picking Up the Pieces

Nixon’s Israeli policy ended on a sour and deeply ironic note. The Octo-
ber War eroded popular support for détente in the United States. Brezhnev
had actually alerted Nixon and Kissinger in advance about the likelihood
of war, and fought attempts within the politburo to roll back détente after
it started;177 nonetheless, Soviet actions prior to, during, and following the
conflict confirmed the suspicions of some Americans, and convinced oth-
ers, that Moscow could not be trusted. Conservative and neoconservative
political leaders and commentators argued that the war unmasked Soviet
intentions and the risks of détente.178 Quite a few of these figures were
Jews, for whom the 1973 war gave existential pause and revived a sense
of attachment to their Jewish identity.179 They mounted a campaign to dis-
card détente on the grounds that it had helped the Kremlin leaders to con-
ceal their expansionist and offensive intentions. Nixon, Kissinger, and other
proponents of détente found themselves fighting a rearguard and ultimately
unsuccessful battle.

Having directly suffered the ordeal of the war, Israel shared the con-
clusions conservatives and neoconservatives drew from it and, as we will
see in the next chapter, aligned itself quite openly with the campaign
against détente.180 Nixon was furious, grumbling about Israeli ingrati-
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tude and betrayal and reverting to his older image of Israel as indistin-
guishable from untrustworthy American Jews.181 As will be demonstrated
in the concluding chapter, this sentiment underlay his dealings with
Jerusalem from late 1973 through his August 1974 resignation from the
presidency, including his visit to Jerusalem in June 1974.182 But had Nixon
reflected back on his entreaties to Israel in March 1970, he might have re-
alized that he was the one who most aggressively pressed Israel to join
the conservative brotherhood—and that Israel had answered his call, only
too well. As in so many domains, Nixon was, in the end, a victim of his
own plans gone awry.
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ISRAEL, SOVIET JEWISH

EMIGRATION, AND IDEALPOLITIK

The next two chapters trace the emergence of the “conservative partnership”
around the struggle for Soviet Jewry, beginning with Israel and proceeding to
the United States. Let us begin by placing Israel's Soviet Jewish emigration
policy within the context of the basic dilemmas that Jewish immigration to
Israel has presented to Zionist leaders.

The immigration of Jews to Israel is a central element of the Zionist ethos.
The term aliya itself—meaning “ascent”—demonstrates the profound moral
significance attached to this act by Israel’s Zionist leaders. Zionism was con-
ceived from its earliest days as a movement to provide Jews with a refuge
from persecution and a center for a rejuvenated national life. Both these
dimensions are inextricably linked to Jewish immigration. The Israeli lead-
ership’s deep commitment to Jewish immigration was reflected in the coun-
try’s 1948 Declaration of Independence and, even more clearly, in the 1950
Law of Return, a quasi-constitutional statute that deems Jewish immigration
to Israel as an inalienable right and enjoys support from across the political
spectrum of Zionist parties in Israel.1

In practice, however, the ideological commitment to Jewish immigra-
tion has been tested by the exigencies of reality at critical junctures. This
tension has expressed itself in both domestic and foreign policies. In the
domestic context, Zionist leaders have had to balance the ideological im-
perative of promoting mass Jewish immigration and the practical need to
restrict immigration according to the ability of the country to integrate
newcomers. For example, the country’s founding father and first prime
minister, David Ben-Gurion, shifted away from an unequivocal embrace
of Jewish immigration toward a more selective approach in late 1951, in
the wake of the massive immigration wave that stretched the young state’s
infrastructure to the limit.2

29
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Soviet and East European Jews were largely unaffected by such periodic
tightening of attitudes toward immigration for domestic reasons. The Is-
raeli elite, which was itself mostly of East European descent, tended to
see immigration from the USSR and Eastern Europe as a “rescue mis-
sion,” felt an affinity toward these Jewish communities, and saw them as
sophisticated and modern—and therefore, as a crucial reservoir for build-
ing the country. But Ben-Gurion and his aides still had to reconcile them-
selves to a near-absence of immigration from the USSR during Israel’s first
fifteen years for nondomestic reasons; namely, the Soviet Union’s strength,
dominance over Eastern Europe, and growing hostility toward Israel,
which compelled the Israeli leadership to abandon any notion of securing
approval from the Kremlin for mass immigration. This resignation, as Uri
Bialer writes, “stemmed from the sober assessment that Russia would
never permit its Jewish citizens to emigrate, on the one hand, and that the
stubborn pursuit would probably turn into a stumbling-block for immi-
gration from the rest of Eastern Europe, on the other.”3

Realpolitik considerations continued to govern Israeli policy toward
the Soviet Jewish issue during the mid and late 1960s, after Ben-Gurion
had left the political scene. Key figures, including Prime Minister Eshkol,
refrained from any semblance of Israeli pressure on the Kremlin because
they deemed mass exodus unattainable and because they believed any ef-
forts in this direction would trigger Kremlin reprisals against Soviet Jewry
and further fuel Moscow’s support of the Arabs.4

But as the decade drew to a close, a subtle but important shift began
to take place. Now at the helm in Israel was prime minister Golda Meir,
who as ambassador to Moscow in the late 1940s had experienced first-
hand the frustrations surrounding Israeli restraint on the immigration
issue. Moreover, Soviet Jews themselves were increasingly less willing to
wait for a chance to emigrate and were agitating for action. Meir there-
fore faced a new, aggravated version of the dilemma that had vexed her
predecessors: how to reconcile the pragmatic considerations of avoiding
an escalation with Moscow and nurturing the relationship with the White
House—which strongly opposed a campaign on behalf of Soviet Jews,
fearing they could heat up Cold War tensions—and the ideological im-
perative of supporting the Jewish emigration struggle. In this chapter, we
will explore the solution devised by Meir and some of her closest advisors.

During the heyday of détente, in October 1972, American and Soviet
negotiators completed a major trade agreement that called for the extension
of Most Favored Nation (MFN) status to the Soviet Union. The ensuing
congressional debate over legislation to implement the agreement, revolv-
ing principally around Soviet Jewish emigration policy, resulted in the pre-
viously mentioned Jackson-Vanik Amendment to the Trade Act of 1974,
which barred the extension of MFN status to Communist countries that
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restricted the emigration of their citizens. The administration tenaciously
fought to win Israeli support and overcome Congress, but to no avail. The
amendment passed, and the administration’s failure to block it hurt its cred-
ibility with the Kremlin. The amendment thus both reflected and con-
tributed to the decline of détente.5

The triangular Soviet Jewish policy game between Jerusalem, Wash-
ington, and American Jewry during the Nixon years is a complex story
that, until recently, has been difficult to recount dispassionately, not only
because of the evidentiary challenges discussed in the introduction to this
volume, but also because of the strong emotions it has engendered. As his-
torian Benjamin Pinkus explains, the first wave of Jewish emigration in
the early 1970s had numerous accoucheurs, with Soviet Jewish dissidents,
American Jews, Israeli operatives, and even Kissinger vying for primary
credit.6 During the next decade, quarrels in the West about the wisdom of
Jackson-Vanik reached their zenith, against the backdrop of perplexing
swings in Moscow’s emigration policy.7 Throughout both periods, the issue
of Jerusalem’s role grew so sensitive within Israel as to provoke bitter po-
litical polemics characterized by some as veritable ‘wars of the Jews.’8

During the last few years, as Soviet Jewish emigration has become
more an event of the historical past than the political present, the winds of
controversy have largely subsided.9 This, together with the declassification
of important Israeli, American, and Soviet documentation, allows for un-
precedented insights into Israel’s Soviet Jewish emigration policy.10 Chart-
ing new ground as we take advantage of this opportune historiographic
moment,11 we will trace the evolution of Israeli conduct and examine a
key question in the literature: just how important was Israel in the pro-
motion of Jackson-Vanik? Did Israel maintain a low profile to avoid spoil-
ing its relations with the White House, as some Soviet Jewish activists and
right-wing politicians charged, or did it play a crucial if quiet role in mo-
bilizing backing for Jackson-Vanik? After showing that the evidence largely
supports the latter interpretation, we will explore the factors that shaped
this strategy—which risked alienating an administration whose friendship
Jerusalem had worked so hard to nurture—finding that the most salient
was ideology. Israel’s leaders covertly supported Jackson-Vanik because it
resonated deeply with their strongest emotional dispositions and their sense
of ideological purpose.

Prologue: Israel and Soviet Jewish Emigration 
Before Jackson-Vanik

When it comes to the Soviet Jewish emigration issue, the first Nixon ad-
ministration, before the introduction of the Jackson-Vanik amendment, may
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be seen in retrospect as a valuable apprenticeship period for the Israeli gov-
ernment. Golda Meir and her aides were not yet forced to face the dilemma
between ideological convictions and Realpolitik calculations, giving them an
opportunity to gain experience walking the tightrope between right-wing
opponents at home and capricious Kremlin leaders, and to develop vehicles
for monitoring the evolving movement of agitated American Jewry to aid
Soviet Jews without incurring the wrath of an irritable White House.

Israel maintained a low-key Soviet Jewish policy posture through No-
vember 1969 partly because some senior Israeli officials regarded mass ex-
odus as unlikely, and partly for fear of triggering a backlash in Moscow.12

Moreover, quiet diplomacy was compatible with key elements of the Soviet
Jewry campaign strategy devised in the early 1960s by Binyamin Eliav, the
foremost thinker of Nativ, a clandestine organization founded in 1952 and
reporting directly to the prime minister whose goal was to make possible
higher rates of Soviet Jewish emigration.13 The strategy centered on prod-
ding the Soviet Union to let the Jews leave by mobilizing world opinion and
placing the issue on the agenda of East-West relations. But Eliav’s sophis-
ticated scheme stipulated prudent means to achieve this end, means de-
signed to avert Arab pressure on the Soviet Union to keep the gates locked
and to attract the support of Western public opinion. The idea was to keep
the Soviet Jewish problem distinct from Cold War confrontations, steer
clear of the struggles of other Soviet minorities, disclose no data about the
numbers of Soviet Jewish émigrés making their way to Israel, and oversee
the material distributed in the West to ensure that there could be no accu-
sations of falsification, unreliability, or propaganda. Israel’s emissaries in
the United States (and the West at large) were instructed to operate indi-
rectly through scholars and Jewish establishment institutions, and, while
cultivating discrete contacts with legislators and Executive Branch staffers,
observe absolute secrecy on the connection between Israel and the activists
working on behalf of Soviet Jewry.14

An important turning point in official Israeli policy on public activity
came late in 1969, when Meir told her country in an address to the Knes-
set about a petition from eighteen Georgian Jewish families to the Human
Rights Commission of the United Nations. The statement was followed
by a public submission of the petition by Joseph Tekoah, Israel’s ambas-
sador to the UN.15 A number of factors led to this turning point, but their
relative weight cannot be determined on the basis of available evidence.
Then Jewish Agency chairman Louis Pincus identifies two principal con-
siderations: a “tactical retreat” on the part of policy-makers who sought
to retain control in the face of pressure from recent Soviet Jewish immi-
grants to Israel, who stirred domestic agitation and told Nativ that unless
there was an immediate change in policy they would start independent ac-
tion; and a genuine feeling that quiet diplomacy had not produced the
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hoped for results, not even the fulfillment of earlier Soviet promises to per-
mit emigration under a family reunification program.16 Some Nativ veter-
ans, on the other hand, argue that the changes at the helm made a decisive
difference. According to Yoram Dinstein, the Israeli consul to New York
between 1966 and 1970, the Georgian petition merely provided a pretext
for the recently appointed Meir to assume a more activist position. Oth-
ers point to the influence of Nehemia Levanon, Meir’s choice as the new
Nativ director.17

Whatever the precise array of underlying causes, the process that pro-
duced the shift to a more public posture was marked not by consensus,
but rather by hesitation and controversy, at least within Nativ.18 Indeed,
Israel’s Soviet Jewish hands immediately discovered just how fragile and
divisive the intricate new policy line might become if mishandled. At the
turn of 1969, two Soviet Jewish activists went on a lecture tour of the
United States, most probably in coordination with prominent right-wing
Knesset MPs and certainly without the blessing of Israeli government bod-
ies. One of these activists, Dov Sperling, intimated to the New York Times
that a Jewish underground had been gathering force in the Soviet Union.
His partner, Yasha Kazakov, soon staged a hunger strike at the United
Nations’ New York headquarters. Concerned that the tour would pro-
voke a vindictive mood in the Kremlin, Nativ’s head of operations in the
West instructed his field operatives to advise American Jews against co-
operation with Sperling and Kazakov. Consequently, the Israeli govern-
ment found itself caught in a blaze of criticism. Prominent columnists and
right-wing MPs accused the government of stifling the Soviet Jewish strug-
gle. Rank-and-file American Jews found the government’s behavior baf-
fling. The rising tension took its toll on Nativ as well: Meir Rosenne, one
of the organization’s most seasoned professionals, resigned in protest.19

The Israeli government responded by creating a vehicle for regaining a
measure of control over the issue within Israel: the nonpartisan yet semioffi-
cial Public Council for Soviet Jewry. This initiative partially succeeded in mar-
ginalizing the most militant groupings of Soviet Jewish émigrés in Israel.20

It took a Soviet miscalculation, however, to jump-start the government’s com-
plementary quest for an invigorated international movement, orchestrated
behind the scenes by Israel. A group of Jews schemed to hijack a plane to Is-
rael, despite Israel’s opposition.21 The Soviet authorities apprehended the
group in June 1970 and sentenced two of the convicts to death at the highly
publicized Leningrad trials. The death sentence aroused international public
opinion. World condemnation reverberated, spanning the spectrum from the
evangelist Reverend Billy Graham, to American New Left notables and West
European leftist intellectuals and communist leaders.22 Israel’s principals saw
this outburst of criticism bearing instant fruits. Midlevel State Department
staffers established channels of consultation with Israel and championed a
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firm line with the Soviet Union regarding the Jewish question, a position quite
prevalent within the department until the launching of détente in late 1971.23

Moreover, the Kremlin commuted the death sentences—partly due to the ef-
forts behind the scenes of Nixon, Rogers, and Kissinger.24

Galvanizing both Israeli and American Jews, the Leningrad drama also
stimulated Israel’s pressure on American Jewish leaders to restructure the
American Jewish struggle for Soviet Jewry.25 From Israel’s perspective, the
American Jewish Conference on Soviet Jewry (AJCSJ), the coordinating body
Jerusalem had helped establish in 1964, was becoming ineffective and
bogged down in squabbles with the principal representative organization of
American Jewry, the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish
Organizations.26 There was a risk that another organization, the World Jew-
ish Congress, would fill in the vacuum;27 its chairman, Nahum Goldmann,
had made himself a persona non grata in Israel’s power circles by vocally
criticizing the Israeli government’s Middle Eastern policy, and by advocating
a submissive line toward the Kremlin, placing a premium on the preserva-
tion of Jewish life within the Soviet Union rather than immigration to Israel,
and contending that Israel’s hawkish stance vis-à-vis the Arabs was the crit-
ical factor hindering Soviet Jewish emigration from the Soviet Union.28 Pre-
vailing over the foreign ministry, Nativ ruled out the possibility of the
Conference of Presidents’ taking over the activities and function of the
AJCSJ, as it was too closely associated with Israel. Instead, Nativ employed
the nongovernmental Jewish Agency to facilitate the creation of a new co-
ordinating umbrella organization with its own staff and an independent
budget, the National Conference for Soviet Jewry (NCSJ), which came into
being in June 1971.29 Through the mid-1970s, Israel succeeded in exerting
effective yet inconspicuous influence over the new organization’s policy.

By 1972, then, Israel learned the lessons of its earlier fumbles and de-
veloped a modus operandi for playing a significant role in the United States
on the Soviet Jewish emigration issue while managing, for the most part,
to conceal its activity.30 The imperative of finely calibrating resolve and
prudence only grew as the year progressed. On the one hand, as the May
1972 superpower summit approached, Jerusalem naturally hoped that
Nixon would use his good offices in Moscow to improve the lot of Soviet
Jews, and, during the summer that followed, wished the issue to stay in the
public eye so as to secure a measure of commitment from both presiden-
tial candidates. On the other hand, caution dictated that Israel should not
stand accused of hindering détente or injecting the Soviet Jewish issue into
the election campaign in the United States.31 Thus, Israeli officials did ap-
proach the White House—both directly and through the NCSJ and the
Conference of Presidents32—with the request that the issue be broached at the
summit, but otherwise toned down Israel’s involvement by shunning maver-
ick American Jewish grassroots organizations, refraining from participa-
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tion in rallies, and broadening the base of the movement in the United
States to engage non-Jewish organizations.33

This delicate balancing act produced mixed results. While the rich
documentation available indicates that the American delegation to the
summit chose to keep silent about the contentious Soviet Jewish issue,
Nixon’s inherent distrust of the Jewish voter did not detract from his pos-
itive image of the Meir government, despite the pressure cooker of the
summit and the election season.34 That this was the case had also much
to do, however, with factors unrelated to Israel’s Soviet Jewish conduct;
namely, Nixon’s preoccupation with Vietnam, the elections, and “trian-
gular diplomacy” and his consequent lack of engagement with the Soviet
Jewish problem and Israel’s role in it.

Act I: The Amendment Is Introduced

This general inattention still prevailed when the democratic senator from
Washington, Henry M. Jackson, first introduced his amendment on 4 Oc-
tober 1972. During the ensuing half-year, the Israeli foreign policy appa-
ratus was free from any need to choose between the Nixon administration
and the Jackson camp, or even formulate a coherent strategy, simply
because Nixon and Kissinger all but ignored the amendment.

The events leading to Jackson’s action were set in motion by another
misstep typical of Moscow’s blunders in the Soviet Jewish policy area:
levying a prohibitively expensive education tax on would-be immigrants.
It is not yet entirely clear why the Kremlin imposed the prohibitively ex-
pensive head tax. It may have been aimed at soothing Arab feelings at a
time when the Soviet position in the Middle East was deteriorating. It also
may have been another attempt to deter Soviet Jewish scientists and tech-
nicians from emigrating. Or, as Brezhnev himself reportedly stated, it may
have been a “bureaucratic bungle.”35 Recently declassified Soviet docu-
ments actually suggest that Brezhnev’s more conservative rivals stood be-
hind the motion.36 Whatever the explanation, the tax drew fire in the
Senate and encouraged Jackson to introduce his famous amendment to
the trade bill, although Jackson had been angling beforehand for a leg-
islative opportunity to promote the Soviet Jewish cause.37

The majority view in Israel advocated a vigorous effort to get the tax
repealed, partly in response to the sentiment of most Soviet Jewish ac-
tivists,38 partly out of genuine anger and conviction, and partly because of
the instrumental opportunity to step up a global campaign on behalf of So-
viet Jewry.39 Multiple initiatives were undertaken. Meir sent a direct secret
plea for assistance to Nixon,40 and her deputy, Yigal Allon, broached the
issue with Rogers.41 Foreign Minister Eban employed the podium of Face
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the Nation to urge the international community to apply pressure with “a
persistent tenacity and a growing intensity.” The polished diplomat did not
forgo the opportunity to profess Israel’s endorsement of détente and pres-
ent the tax as “a wanton and superfluous obstacle to international coexis-
tence.”42 On the American domestic scene, the Israeli Embassy in
Washington and Nativ worked in uncommon harmony to covertly en-
courage American Jewish lobbying against the tax.43 The primary vehicle
for this prodding was the NCSJ.44

Probably sensitized to the issue by previous contacts with Nativ emis-
saries,45 midlevel staffers at both the White House and the State Depart-
ment noticed the agitation in American Jewish and Israeli circles and
sought to alert their superiors.46 “Few issues,” stressed a State Depart-
ment briefing paper to Nixon, “have a deeper emotional meaning for Is-
raelis than that of Jewish emigration from the Soviet Union.”47 The
perceptive warning fell on deaf ears. Nixon and Kissinger’s attempts to
alert the Soviets to the adverse domestic ramifications of the education
tax were short-lived, lasting only through the November 1972 elections.
Thereafter, Nixon and Kissinger’s interest dwindled noticeably, as they
mistakenly believed the matter would fade away with the passing of the
election season.48 Understandably, their neglect was partly due to preoc-
cupation with the concurrent Vietnam Paris peace talks. Less under-
standably, they remained sanguine about the Jackson challenge for a
number of reasons, including the exhilarating success of summitry diplo-
macy, their innate disdain of Congress, and their mistaken calculation
that Soviet Jewish emigration was a marginal issue that could not possi-
bly develop into a major impediment to such a grand design as détente.48

Act II: Israel’s Dual Strategy

Act II in Israel’s Jackson-Vanik dilemma began in earnest in the spring of
1973. By that time, the administration could no longer be accused of ig-
noring the Jackson amendment. Nixon sent Congress the Trade Reform
Act, which included provisions that would have paved the way for MFN
status for the Soviet Union and specifically excluded linkages to the emi-
gration issue; Jackson and seventy-six other senators reciprocated by rein-
troducing the Jackson amendment as an amendment to the act. Nixon
and Kissinger reacted by launching a determined campaign to block the
amendment.50 Their opening gambit consisted of direct presidential lec-
tures to Golda Meir (in March 1973) and a delegation of Jewish Leaders
(in April) about the merit of quiet diplomacy.51 Persuasion quickly gave
way to blunt pressure. Only a few days elapsed before Kissinger told
Ambassador Rabin that even a postponement of airplane deliveries was
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possible.52 Other ringing messages about the unacceptability of Israeli
evasion and the possibility of grave White House reprisals were sent to the
Israeli government through such credible channels as journalists Rowland
Evans and Robert Novak and Nixon’s liaison to the Jewish community,
Leonard Garment.53 By the end of September, Kissinger minced no words,
telling Ambassador Simcha Dinitz, who succeeded Rabin in April, that if
Israel did not shift to Nixon’s side in the Jackson-Vanik imbroglio, Israel
would “lose the president.”54

Israel endeavored to extricate itself from the administration’s pressure
by declaring neutrality. In public, official statements underlined Jerusalem’s
wish to stay out of the skirmish between the Executive and Congress, tak-
ing meticulous care to credit Nixon rather than Jackson by name for
achievements on the Soviet Jewish emigration front.55 This was paralleled
by insistence to administration officials that legal and moral imperatives
ruled out the possibility of Israeli meddling in American internal affairs.
Meir capped the only tense exchange in her otherwise amicable March
1973 meeting with Nixon by retorting, “I can’t talk to American Jews
about Russian Jews”56—a commitment the prime minister personally care-
fully observed, avoiding even the semblance of providing guidance to
American Jews.57 Israeli domestic constraints rounded out the Israeli ar-
gument. As Dinitz emphasized to Garment, Meir was facing a tough re-
election fight (scheduled for October 1973) of her own, and public debate
about Soviet Jewish policy was escalating, with the Knesset floor and opin-
ion climate dominated by right-wing (and some Soviet Jewish newcom-
ers’) accusations of government timidity and demands that Israel stand
squarely behind Jackson.58 This carefully constructed posture of straddling
the issue was aimed at maintaining a balance between conflicting interna-
tional and domestic pressures.

Nehemia Levanon, head of Nativ at the time, hints in his memoirs
that after some soul-searching, Meir sanctioned a complementary secret
effort to secure the passage of the Jackson amendment.59 For several rea-
sons, it is exceedingly difficult to confirm this claim. First, the records of
Israeli cabinet (and intra-Nativ) deliberations on the issue are still under
lock and key. Second, while most Nativ emissaries to the United States
have spoken out about their past experiences, some important Americans
who worked closely with them have chosen to remain silent.60 And third,
the historian can hardly expect a hidden-hand policy, if successful, to leave
conspicuous fingerprints in the historical record. Yet, the few clues avail-
able corroborate Levanon’s version: while support for Jackson-Vanik was
unanimous neither in the cabinet nor inside Nativ,61 and Golda Meir
hoped for a compromise between Nixon and Jackson more than Levanon
is willing to concede,62 Israel did ultimately launch a covert and success-
ful campaign on its behalf.
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An Israeli foreign ministry report that slipped through cracks in the
walls of secrecy provides evidence for this interpretation. Indeed, at first
glance, it appears to leave no room for doubt: at a meeting some two
weeks after Meir’s March 1973 refusal to commit Israel either way in the
White House, Meir, Levanon, Dinitz, and the director-general of the prime
minister’s office, Mordechai Gazit, affirmed Israel’s covert backing of
Jackson-Vanik. Cognizant of adamant White House opposition and deem-
ing overt involvement detrimental to the amendment’s passage and effi-
cacy, they decided to take every precaution to keep the operation hidden
from public view, even in the face of charges by opposition circles in Is-
rael that the government was seeking refuge in indecision. Upon closer
examination, however, this document seems less conclusive: the reporter,
a foreign ministry official, was not present at the top-secret meeting, and
his source, Levanon, was not an impartial observer but rather a cham-
pion of Jackson-Vanik who naturally sought to promote his agenda.63

Nevertheless, a string of strong circumstantial evidence from the
spring and summer of 1973 suggests the reliability of the report. First,
Meir privately yet explicitly consented to the public endorsement of the
amendment by the establishment-oriented Public Council for Soviet
Jewry.64 Second, Israeli representatives tactfully sent American Jewish
leaders signals that Jerusalem favored the amendment.65 Less restrained
by diplomatic norms and official status, nongovernmental notables like
Jewish Agency chairman Pincus relayed the message more forcefully.66

Third, the Israeli government constantly assured Jackson that Jerusalem’s
official impartiality reflected the dictates of Realpolitik and nothing
more.67 Fourth, the American Jewish organizations most intimately asso-
ciated with Israel took the lead in bolstering Jackson’s ranks when other
American Jewish leaders seemed to be wavering under the administra-
tion’s pressure. Both the Greater New York Conference on Soviet Jewry
and its parent NCSJ organization were instrumental in bringing the grass-
root Jewish sentiment in favor of Jackson-Vanik to bear on key Jewish
establishment leaders.68 Fifth, when the visiting Brezhnev sought to con-
vert Congress to approving MFN unconditionally, Nativ and the NCSJ
countered by highlighting both Brezhnev’s poor performance in Congress
and the harassment of Soviet Jews.69 Finally, perhaps the best illustration
of the Meir government’s pro-Jackson leaning in the summer of 1973
comes from one of Meir’s most trusted aides, Simcha Dinitz. The Israeli
ambassador generally refrained from confronting Kissinger. But by 
the end of September, he faced down Kissinger’s aforementioned threats
on Jackson-Vanik by faulting the newly appointed secretary of state (and
still national security adviser) for casting the issue as an internal Soviet
problem. He said that Kissinger should have known better, since such lan-
guage was bound to prompt analogies with the Holocaust and trigger 
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a deeply emotional Jewish and Israeli reaction; against the backdrop 
of waves of repression in the Soviet Union, Kissinger’s blunder accentu-
ated the Soviet Jewish problem’s moral and human rights dimension, 
rendering it inherently less manageable.70

Kissinger actually acknowledged some responsibility; it seems to have
been Dinitz’s rebuke, along with prodding from Nixon, which prompted
him to launch long-overdue negotiations with Jackson.71 His overture,
however, was nipped in the bud by the unexpected intrusion of a cata-
clysmic event that would destabilize the policy–making environment and
dominate Israeli-American relations for the rest of Kissinger’s tenure: the
October 1973 War.

Act III: The War and Its Aftermath

The duration and immediate aftermath of the war represents the third act
in Israel’s Soviet Jewish drama during the Nixon years. During this phase,
Israel again ended up helping to nudge Jackson-Vanik forward, but this
time more out of a breakdown in the chain of command and less out of
a deliberate decision-making process controlled by the center.

During the first days of the war, when Kissinger still shared with most
American (and some Israeli) officials a certain complacency regarding Is-
rael’s dire straits, he rushed to establish a trade-off: in exchange for Amer-
ican resupply efforts, Israel and the American Jewish community would
withdraw their support for Jackson-Vanik. The secretary explicitly spelled
out the proposed deal to the Soviet ambassador, Anatoly Dobrynin, and
officials from the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Or-
ganizations, securing the reluctant acquiescence of the latter.72 In the af-
termath of war, Kissinger resumed the attempt, painting a bleak picture
for his Jewish and Israeli audiences: Israel now confronted a resurgent
Arab world equipped with an effective oil weapon; a shift in the climate
of American opinion (and even within the administration) against Israel
might well be in the cards; and only with a quiescent Soviet Union could
Israel hope to reap any regional dividends from the bitter war. Jerusalem’s
cooperation was thus cast as imperative, and disavowing Jackson-Vanik
as a low price to pay for the advancement of vital Israeli interests.73

How Israel’s principals handled the Jackson-Vanik dilemma during
those difficult days is still largely a matter of speculation. The Israeli cabinet
was traumatized by the conflict, and had little attention or energy 
to spare for other issues.74 According to Nativ’s New York station chief,
Yitzhak Rager, the cabinet instructed Israeli representatives to stay clear of
the executive-congressional duel over Jackson-Vanik. Cabinet members were
too shell-shocked, however, to maintain communication and coordination
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between the relevant Israeli organs, both vertically and horizontally, and 
effectively lost control over the implementation of its instruction.75

As is often the case in acute crises, when headquarters—in this case,
Jerusalem—was overwhelmed by the dire circumstances it faced, the locus
of decision-making on other matters shifted to the field—in this instance,
Israel’s various representatives and allied organizations in the United States.
Israel’s embassy had long been struggling for policy and bureaucratic ad-
vantage with Nativ’s two station chiefs, one operating out of Israel’s New
York General Consulate and the other from the embassy itself. Foreign
Minister Eban, former ambassador Rabin, and Ambassador Dinitz were all
not only relatively unenthusiastic about the Jackson amendment, but also
strove to rein in the station chiefs’ autonomy; the latter retaliated by com-
plaining that some foreign service officers were insufficiently committed
to the Soviet Jewish struggle.76 The crisis atmosphere of the fall of 1973
brought the simmering tension to a boil. Anguished and burdened by the
desperate war at home77 and challenged by a secretary of state who ex-
posed Israel’s Jackson-Vanik dilemma in all its brutal clarity, Israel’s rep-
resentatives felt compelled to take a stand and circumvent the government’s
instructions to steer clear of the Jackson-Vanik struggle. Different actors,
however, chose different stands. Dinitz tilted toward Kissinger’s position
and sent signals to this effect through the Conference of Major Jewish Or-
ganizations,78 while Rager, backed by Levanon, found ingenious ways to
circulate the word that Israel would not abandon the amendment.79

American Jewish leaders interpreted this Israeli cacophony as con-
clusive proof that even in times of extreme duress Israel would refrain
from taking the lead in opposing the amendment. Since they balked at as-
suming that role themselves, this realization played a part in the tone of
equivocation that the NCSJ set for the community, and ultimately con-
tributed to the retreat of American Jewish leaders from the deal with
Kissinger.80 The most salient factors shaping the American Jewish posi-
tion, however, had little to do with Israel’s confused signals: the percep-
tion of many American Jewish influentials that Kissinger’s October War
record discredited him as a guardian of Jewish interests; the growing sen-
timent within the Jewish community that because the October War had re-
vealed the illusory nature of détente, Jackson-Vanik was indispensable as
a means to coerce the Kremlin to open the gates;81 and, quite simply, Jack-
son’s adamant refusal to back down.82

Genuinely concerned about a potentially fatal erosion of Israel’s stand-
ing in the United States,83 Kissinger kept prodding Israel through early
1974, only to find an evasive Dinitz—even Dinitz—retreating from his sup-
port for the secretary’s reasoning during the October War and arguing that
Israel’s position “wouldn’t make a difference” in the Jackson-Vanik bat-
tle.84 In the end, Kissinger was forced to embark on a round of shuttle
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diplomacy between Jackson and the Soviets that lasted through the summer
and fall of 1974.

Act IV: The Amendment Is Passed

Striving to manage the intricacies of near-simultaneous Middle Eastern and
Soviet Jewish shuttles, Kissinger juggled carrots and sticks to press Israel
toward greater flexibility. On the one hand, he no longer directly urged
American Jewish leaders to support him against Jackson.85 He divulged, as
a token of confidence, intimate details about the negotiations with Moscow
to Israeli principals, typically seeking to ingratiate himself further with the
Israelis by disparaging the Kremlin’s duplicity and mediocrity.86 On the
other hand, at sensitive moments in his dealings with Jackson, the over-
burdened secretary fumed to his Israeli interlocutors over American Jewish
criticism of détente (and himself personally) and warned that negotiations
with Jackson could break down. More ominously (and dramatically), he
observed that relations between the two countries were eroding and sug-
gested that he might completely wash his hands of Israel’s problems.87

Neither the inducements nor the threats swayed Jerusalem. In fact,
quite the reverse took place: in their protracted discussions with Kissinger,
Israel’s leaders came closer than ever to revealing their true, pro-Jackson
colors. They embraced Jackson’s insistence on extricating a specific annual
figure of Soviet Jewish emigration from the Kremlin.88 Deputy prime min-
ister Yigal Allon sounded much like Jackson—and spoke to the para-
mount importance of ideology in Israeli Soviet Jewish policy—when he
explained to the secretary that Soviet Jewry was the “litmus paper” (sic)
of détente for the Jewish state.89

Israel’s leaders reacted calmly to Kissinger’s maneuvers because they
perceived a shift for the better in the parameters of the Jackson-Vanik
game. They realized that Watergate and a general reputation for devious-
ness had weakened the administration’s hand. They sensed that both the
October War and the wave of repression in the Soviet Union had fomented
anti-Soviet sentiment in American public opinion. In short, they knew that
American public opinion was turning against both détente and the
Nixon-Kissinger team, bolstering Congress and throwing the administra-
tion on the defensive.90 This assessment was reinforced by Nixon’s August
resignation in the face of congressional impeachment hearings. Israel’s co-
gent survey of the American scene, combined with some less astute calcu-
lations discussed later, made for renewed Israeli self-assurance: reaching a
rare near-consensus, the Israeli figures and organs dealing with Soviet Jew-
ish matters fully expected the tripartite negotiation effort between
Kissinger, Jackson, and the Soviets to bear fruit and secure a steady stream
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of Soviet Jewish emigration under the auspices of Jackson-Vanik. The only
major exception to this consensus was Dinitz, but with Meir also leaving
office in the summer, the ambassador’s clout with his superiors was wan-
ing.91 So confident was Israel that Nehemia Levanon quite openly lobbied
for the amendment in the United States on the eve of its passage.92 No
wonder, then, that the breakdown of American-Soviet negotiations and
Moscow’s repudiation of the trade agreement at the end of 1974, shortly
before President Ford signed Jackson-Vanik into law, sent shockwaves
through the relevant Israeli bodies.93

Conclusion: The Impacts of Israel’s Choices

Events in the year 1975 cast doubts on the wisdom of Israel’s backing of
Jackson-Vanik. The plummeting of Soviet Jewish emigration to less than
half of the 1974 figure (from 29,000 to 13,000) provided easy ammunition
for the amendment’s opponents.94 Moreover, the ebbing of American-
Israeli relations, illustrated by the Ford administration’s decision to declare
a reappraisal of its Israel policy, stemmed in part from ill will in the wake
of the Jackson-Vanik imbroglio.95 And finally, even the alliance Israel forged
with American Jewry in the struggle for Soviet Jewry fell apart. Long-stand-
ing resentments—rooted in American Jews’ feeling that Israeli representa-
tives were haughty and Israelis’ impression of their American cousins as
spineless96—came out into the open because of the wish of a growing per-
centage of Soviet Jewish émigrés to resettle in the United States rather than
Israel. Soon enough, a bitter dispute erupted over what Israelis called “the
dropout phenomenon” and American Jews, “Freedom of Choice.”97

With the benefit of more than three decades of hindsight, however, Is-
rael’s Jackson-Vanik strategy appears in more favorable light. The wide
fluctuations in Soviet Jewish emigration in the second half of the 1970s
alone suggest that Soviet policy in this subject area stemmed principally
from factors other than Jackson-Vanik.98 More broadly, the public cam-
paign for Soviet Jewish emigration served to raise awareness in the West
of the freedom of movement issue—albeit somewhat ironically, given Is-
rael’s objection to Soviet Jewish resettlement in the United States rather
than Israel99—and contributed to the West’s insistence on placing the issue
on the East-West agenda. This demand turned on its head the Westphalian
principle of the prevalence of sovereignty over transnational human rights,
and the unintended consequence of the Soviets’ implicit acceptance of this
radical idea, in “basket III” of the 1975 Helsinki Final Act, was to invite
further undermining of the domestic legitimacy of the Soviet system it-
self.100 As observed by the American official most directly involved in the
United States’ Soviet Jewish policy during the Reagan years, the Soviet
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Jewish campaign was thus instrumental, however indirectly, in the even-
tual collapse of the Soviet empire.101 Again, this development is not with-
out a touch of irony, given Nativ’s insistence on separating the struggle for
Soviet Jewry from the general struggle for human rights in the USSR.102

It is important to remember that Israel was neither the sole nor even the
most important author of the amendment and its passage. Soviet blunders
like the education tax, Brezhnev’s bungled June 1973 performance in Con-
gress, and the conspicuous harassment of Soviet Jews created an important
context for both the launching of Jackson-Vanik and the preservation of
public opinion pressures in its favor. In addition, some elements of the Jack-
son coalition backed the amendment for reasons unrelated to Israel; the
AFL-CIO, for example, regarded détente as immoral and imprudent and
trade with the Soviet Union as detrimental to American labor.103 Finally, the
activist American Jewish movement to aid Soviet Jews had deep domestic
roots. Jackson-Vanik struck a chord with the American element of Ameri-
can Jewish identity, as it was well suited to the psychological needs of Viet-
nam-era America. As Bowker and Williams explain, détente did not sit easily
with a people who, at least up until Vietnam, had a sense of exceptionalism
and of mission. Vietnam had destroyed the moral certitudes of American life
and demolished the myths by which the United States had sustained itself
throughout the Cold War. There was a need to fill the vacuum, but the
Nixon-Kissinger détente seemed to put nothing in its place beyond a policy
of expediency. In contrast, Jackson’s Soviet Jewish campaign enabled Amer-
ica to retrieve the moral high ground it had lost in Vietnam104 and appealed
to two pillars of the American self-image: its identity as a “nation of immi-
grants” and a “redeemer nation.” Jackson-Vanik struck a chord also with
the Jewish element of American Jewish identity, emerging alongside the more
general appearance of “identity and victimhood politics” in America.105 It
addressed a multitude of fundamental concerns about the identity and
prospects of Jewish life in America, allowing bickering “New Left,” liberal,
and neoconservative Jews106 to coalesce around the flag of individual free-
doms; providing an opportunity for leaders of dwindling congregations to
rejuvenate the community by engaging people in a Jewish solidarity cause;107

and giving Jews of every stripe a chance to expunge at least some of their
deep sense of guilt at American Jewish passivity during the Holocaust by re-
sponding actively to Jackson’s morally unambiguous clarion call.108 At a
more tactical level, key American Jewish leaders felt compelled to toe the
Jackson line because of the senator’s dogged insistence109 and the fear of a
schism with their grassroots support base.110

Still, Israel’s role, if not dominant, was significant. As Lazin writes,
“the Israelis encouraged and even manipulated the involvement of Amer-
ican Jews and their organizations” to advance the amendment.111 The cam-
paign for Soviet Jewry in the West benefited greatly from the steady stream
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of reliable information on Soviet Jewish conditions provided by Nativ, and
Israel’s activity was probably decisive in making emigration the priority
issue. Absent that activity, appeals to the Kremlin to end discrimination
against Soviet Jews and respect their cultural and religious rights might
have become the focal points of the campaign.112 Israel’s intervention with
American Jewish leaders also helped to shore up the Jackson coalition at
such critical junctures as the spring and fall of 1973. Why Israel assumed
this role is the subject of the remainder of this chapter.

The Importance of Idealpolitik

In trying to understand what lay behind Israel’s Soviet Jewish strategy, it
becomes evident that Realpolitik calculations alone are not sufficient to
explain the case, although they certainly can account for Israel’s official
posture of strict neutrality. From the Israeli perspective, open endorsement
of Jackson-Vanik would have cast Jerusalem as a meddler in the legislative
process of its superpower patron and as an impediment to détente, virtu-
ally guaranteeing the alienation of a president who had dramatically in-
creased the scale of the American strategic commitment to Israel.113

Conversely, siding with Nixon would have infuriated Jackson, not only a
staunch supporter whose previous assistance included securing the deliv-
ery of F-4 Phantom jets to Israel, but also a presidential hopeful whose bid
for the Democratic nomination was covertly supported by Rabin and
Dinitz.114 For the Meir government, engaged in a difficult election cam-
paign during 1973 and then shaken to the core by the October War, the lat-
ter option would also have increased its vulnerability to attack from 
the right-wing opposition at home.115 Projecting neutrality was a calcu-
lated way of navigating these stormy currents and reconciling incongruous
policy goals.

The realist approach, however, cannot explain why this posture was
complemented by hidden-hand intervention on behalf of Jackson-Vanik.
Neither can an approach that stresses the primacy of domestic politics.
The Israeli leaders and operatives in charge of Soviet Jewish policy, to their
considerable credit, consistently withstood the temptation to reveal Israel’s
hand and score easy points domestically. They realized full well that such
an exposure would have run the triple risk of unleashing the administra-
tion’s wrath, placing American Jews in an untenable position, and pro-
voking Soviet retaliation against Soviet Jews.116 The Jackson-Vanik episode
thus contradicts Kissinger’s famous comment that Israeli foreign pol-
icy-making is always driven by domestic politics, while substantiating po-
litical scientist Aharon Klieman’s assertion that Jerusalem often practices
a subtle and skillful “diplomacy in the dark.”117
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To a small degree, the discreet Israeli efforts on behalf of Jackson-Vanik
are attributable to coincidental factors, including the aforementioned break-
down of the normal chain of command during and immediately after the
October War, as well as the simple fact that several champions of Jack-
son-Vanik happened to wield considerable influence in the Israeli corri-
dors of power. One such figure was the minister without portfolio, Israel
Galili, Golda Meir’s confidant;118 another was the prime minister her-
self. However, as noted by political scientist Shlomo Avineri in the more
general context of Israeli Soviet Jewry policy, Israel’s commitment to
Jackson-Vanik cannot be wholly understood in terms of happenstance but
belongs to the realm of fundamental ideological convictions.119 A blend
of mutually reinforcing cognitive and normative-emotional elements ren-
dered the amendment ideologically attractive to Israeli leaders.120 For the
sake of analytical clarity, let us consider each element separately.

The cognitive element pertains to the feasibility of obtaining a steady
flow of Jewish emigration from the Soviet Union (which, until 1974,
meant the resettlement of most of these Jews in Israel). While Israeli prin-
cipals valued the instrumental benefits of the potential influx of large
numbers of relatively well-educated Soviet Jews—particularly the prospect
of strengthening the Jewish demographic majority in the country121—
purely functional and material calculations did not figure prominently in
their commitment. Because Soviet Jewish immigration was deemed a res-
cue mission, they saw it mainly in ideological terms as a project expres-
sive of the country’s very raison d’être.122 To illustrate, the Israeli and
Jewish authorities in charge of immigration policy during the period in
question refused to cut immigration numbers to match absorption ca-
pacity, despite mounting challenges of economic and social integration.123

For several reasons, Jerusalem deemed Jackson-Vanik the best avail-
able tool for advancing Soviet Jewish immigration goals. Their reasoning
was based on widely held views about the determinants of Moscow’s Jew-
ish policy, derived despite the facts that the actual inner workings of the
Kremlin remained obscure to both Israelis and Americans.124 First, Israeli
leaders came as early as 1970 to accept the argument of Soviet Jewish dis-
sidents that only a public campaign could protect dissidents from the
harshest forms of reprisals.125 Second, Meir and her principal aides judged
Moscow in such dire need of MFN and the other technological and eco-
nomic benefits of détente as to be willing to liberalize emigration policy
substantially.126 Third and most important, Moscow’s bowing to persist-
ent public campaigns in the immediate past—in the aftermath of the
1970–1971 Leningrad trials and during the education tax episode a year
later—led Israeli leaders into overconfidence regarding the efficacy of pub-
lic pressure, to the point where they overlooked the danger that the Jack-
son-Vanik campaign could trigger a backlash.127
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Demonstrating the normative and emotional appeal of Jackson-Vanik
to Israeli leaders is trickier, since it took place at a less conscious and hence
less detectable level. To do so, one has to step back and ponder how the
Soviet Jewish saga affected the collective Israeli psyche.128

The leap in Soviet Jewish immigration to tens of thousands in 
1971–1972 took the Israeli body politic by surprise. Capturing the imag-
ination of Israelis, the development soon emerged in public discourse as an
enchanting story that transcended the wheeling and dealing of mundane
politics. All the ingredients of a fabled morality play were present, includ-
ing a dichotomy between oppression in the Soviet Union and redemption
in Israel, and victimized heroes experiencing trials and tribulations in the
person of Jewish dissidents, or the “Prisoners of Zion,” in national parl-
ance. Moreover, the story resonated with Jewish connotations that infused
it with psychological relevance and meaning. It invoked parallels with bib-
lical exodus and the deliverance from slavery to freedom, as well as with
David’s struggle with Goliath. It also reminded people of more recent 
periods of Jewish helplessness, including that of the Yishuv (the Jewish
community in Palestine during the British mandate) in the face of the Holo-
caust.129 And it tapped a deep anti-Russian strain quite prevalent among
the country’s predominately Eastern European-born elite.130

Israel’s top political echelon fully shared these sentiments. Eban spoke
for the whole spectrum of Israeli Zionist parties when he dubbed Soviet
Jewish emigration “the most exhilarating and exciting chapter in current
Israeli history”131—an attitude evident in the prominence of the issue in
the secret deliberations of the Knesset’s high-profile Security and Foreign
Affairs Committee, even in the immediate aftermath of the traumatic 1973
war.132 Israeli decision-makers embraced Jackson-Vanik precisely because
it was consistent, in several important ways, with this epic framing of So-
viet Jewish emigration. First, the amendment’s assertiveness contrasted
with President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s meek response to the Holo-
caust.133 Second, its moral clarity conformed to the unambiguous repre-
sentation of the Soviet Jewry saga. Third, as political scientist Ben Mollov
writes, it practiced coercive diplomacy vis-à-vis the Soviet authorities, in
the (at least idealized) Jewish tradition of “speaking truth to power.”134

Fourth, it contributed to the fusion of the Jewish and universal human
rights causes, by virtue of two factors: the mutual pro-Jackson-Vanik
stance of the dissident physicist Andrei Sakharov and the bulk of Soviet
Jewish dissidents,135 and the elevation of a Jewish solidarity issue to the
realm of public East-West negotiations. Finally and probably most sig-
nificantly, support for Jackson-Vanik accorded with the Israeli leadership’s
understanding of Jewish cultural traditions and reinforced positive no-
tions of Israel’s identity and role on the world stage. It featured Israel as
a sophisticated and resourceful actor capable of both advancing its na-
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tional self-interest and pursuing what many regarded as the traditional
Jewish mission of serving as “a light unto the nations.”136

To further bear out the case of the causal effect of these ideas, norms,
and emotions, and to show that Israeli leaders were not merely paying 
lip service to ideological conventions, let us focus briefly on the primary
political agent until her resignation in April 1974 and departure from 
office the following June: prime minister Golda Meir.137

Meir chose to open her memoirs with a vivid recollection of herself as
a young girl hiding out from a pending Russian pogrom.138 The evidence
suggests that sixty years later, the prime minister still retained a quest for
personal and national invulnerability and an instinctive, atavistic distrust
of Russian authorities of whatever stripe. For example, she deemed Soviet
leaders irrevocably anti-Semitic and held out no hope for a genuine change
of heart in the Kremlin with regard to either Soviet Jews or Israel;139 and,
when visiting the White House in 1969, she was delighted at the thought
that at that very moment the Soviet foreign minister, Andrei Gromyko,
was relegated to meeting Rogers instead of Nixon.140

Meir’s empathy toward Soviet Jews was intensified by yet another
formative emotional encounter: the gathering of large numbers of Soviet
Jews to greet her, as Israel’s first minister to Moscow, on the Jewish high
holidays of 1948, in defiance of the Kremlin’s stern warning.141 During
the next twenty years, Israel’s inability to pry the Kremlin’s doors open to
Soviet Jewish emigration generated considerable frustration among Israeli
policy-makers, Meir included.142 For instance, as minister of foreign af-
fairs, she asked the American Jewish establishment to give higher priority
to the Soviet Jewry issue.143 As prime minister, Meir regarded the first signs
of Soviet Jewish immigration a miracle second only to the establishment of
Israel144 and privately termed the Soviet Jewish struggle “the campaign of
our generation,”145 a paramount “national mission” worthy of the com-
mitment of every Israeli Jew.146 On the very eve of the October War, she
insisted on setting a personal example by going on a failed mission to con-
vince the Austrian chancellor, Bruno Kreisky, to reopen the Jewish Agency
transit camp for Soviet Jews at Schoenau Castle.147 Finally, in spite of her
rapport with Nixon, she did not fully trust the president or his adminis-
tration to serve as effective guardians of Soviet Jewish interests.148

In aggregate, this overview of Meir’s ideological and emotional dispo-
sition lends credence to Levanon’s claim that ultimately the decision to
covertly endorse Jackson-Vanik was Meir’s own.149 She agonized over the
dilemma the amendment presented to her government and hoped for a com-
promise between the White House and Congress,150 but at the end of the
day, she endorsed behind-the-scenes support alongside official neutrality.

In sum, Jackson-Vanik was congruent with the basic emotional 
temperament and ideological goals of Golda Meir and other key Israeli 
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policy-makers. This goes a long way in explaining why the country’s lead-
ers embraced the amendment and remained blind to the risk of
Jackson-Vanik’s overreaching. It also helps us understand why they were
shocked by the Soviet repudiation of the trade agreement and by Jack-
son-Vanik’s subsequent failure, at least in the short run, to open the gates of
the Soviet Union to Jewish emigration.

In chapter 4, we will consider what this finding—that psychology and
ideology were as important as Realpolitik in setting Israel’s course—might
mean for wider debates among scholars on the determinants of foreign
policy. But first, in the coming chapter, we will shift our attention to the
Soviet Jewish struggle on the American scene, with a double purpose in
mind. First, complement our analysis of how Jackson-Vanik provided a
foundation for the “conservative partnership”; and second, through a
focus on Kissinger, furnish another example of the salience of ideology
and psychology in this context, as Kissinger’s failure to block Jackson-
Vanik owed much to his hubris and inability to grasp that Jackson-Vanik
suited the psychological needs of Vietnam-era America.
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KISSINGER, SOVIET JEWISH EMIGRATION,
AND THE DEMISE OF DÉTENTE

It is an illusion to believe that leaders gain in profundity while they gain ex-
perience . . . the convictions that leaders have formed before reaching high
office are the intellectual capital they will consume as long as they continue
in office. . . . The public life of every political figure is a continual struggle
to rescue an element of choice from the pressure of circumstance.

—Henry Kissinger, White House Years

This is the sober and uncharacteristically modest lesson Henry Kissinger
drew from his attempt to put his conclusions as a historian to the test of
reality, but it is hardly self-critical enough as far as his Soviet Jewish em-
igration record is concerned. Kissinger’s actions on this file showed few
signs of having been influenced by the insightful prescriptions for sound
statecraft he had advanced while in academia. Rescuing little choice from
the pressure of circumstance, his conduct saddled the administration with
a counterproductive strategy and ended up undermining his most impor-
tant policy goal, the advancement of détente.

Why did Kissinger fail to follow his insights through to their logical
conclusions? In part, he was thwarted by the complications reality always
presents to those seeking to implement preconceived designs and by
overextension. But at least as salient were more personal factors: his lim-
ited ability to adjust to unexpected and challenging decision-making en-
vironments, his difficulty listening to the views of domestic advisers and
adversaries, and his growing hubris after years of power and what he per-
ceived as foreign policy successes.

As is the case with Israel’s strategy on the Soviet Jewish emigration
issue, no study has yet made Kissinger’s policy in the area its principal
concern. This is due in part to the heated polemic between Kissinger and
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his antagonists, which has blurred the historical picture. But at least as 
important have been rigid disciplinarian boundaries and a lack of dia-
logue between scholars operating in different subfields:1 the literature on
Jackson-Vanik concentrates on Congress;2 the writing on Soviet Jewish
emigration tends to emphasize the role of American Jewish lobbies and in-
dividuals;3 the sizeable Kissingerology industry has been preoccupied with
the strategic aspects of détente, triangular diplomacy, Vietnam and the
Arab-Israeli dispute, as have Nixon studies and general accounts of the ad-
ministration’s foreign policy;4 and examinations of U.S.-Israeli relations in
the 1970s and more specific studies of Israel’s place in American domes-
tic politics have generally ignored the Soviet Jewry dimension.5

Of course, Kissinger hardly bore exclusive responsibility for the 
emigration-related deterioration of relations with the Soviet Union, which
as we have already seen, he tenaciously sought to avert. That the Soviet
Jewish issue exploded in the administration’s face was partly due to fac-
tors beyond Kissinger’s control, such as Watergate and Senator Jackson’s
inflexibility, the latter fed not only by a genuine sense of mission but also
by presidential aspirations and aides who were bent on “educating
Kissinger” that the very prospect of compromise would only serve to
harden Moscow’s stance.6 Israel, as the previous chapter documents, also
played a key role in the behind-the-scenes machinations that built mo-
mentum behind Jackson-Vanik and soured relations with Moscow. And
the Soviet rulers themselves bore much of the responsibility for an out-
come that both they and the White House wanted to avoid. Displaying
“mirror imaging,” they could not imagine an American President who
was not a supreme ruler, believing at least until mid-1973 that Nixon
could impose his will on American public opinion, the press, and Con-
gress.7 For example, when Kissinger sought, during the early stages of
MFN discussions, to inform Brezhnev of the necessary legislative steps,
Brezhnev retorted: “but you yourselves write the laws, it is for you to
change them.”8 On American policy, Moscow applied Marxist dogma,
ascribing inflated importance to American economic motives and paying
disproportionate attention to business interests.9 Moreover, Soviet repre-
sentatives often behaved boorishly, losing ground in Congress and 
the public at large by making intimidating comments and employing anti-
Semitic innuendo.10 To all appearances, the Kremlin took little advantage
of Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin’s subtler grasp of American 
policy currents.11

Nonetheless, the fact that Kissinger was not the sole author of the
clumsy domestic and international politics that marked the Soviet Jewish
emigration debate does not negate the importance of his role. Dominant by
nature and design, Kissinger’s standing as Nixon’s principal foreign policy
aide and a key architect of détente meant that his imprint on the Soviet
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Jewish emigration policy’s conceptualization, implementation, and 
outcome was very significant.

In the coming pages, we will seek—in line with historian Philip Ze-
likow’s advice—to judge Kissinger not so much by policy outcomes, but
rather in terms of the degree to which this historically conscious actor
succeeded in following his own model of statesmanship.12 In addition, we
will identify factors shaping Kissinger’s behavior, assessing their relative
significance and considering what could have been done differently, given
contemporaneous circumstances.

Kissinger the Scholar’s Advice to the Statesman

Few policy-makers came to power more preoccupied than Kissinger 
with the challenge of mastering the environment. This seasoned student
of Metternich, Castlereagh, and Bismarck had been, in his academic ca-
reer, palpably torn between, on the one hand, a nearly romantic belief 
in the inspired statesman’s capacity to shape history by transcending both
circumstance and conventional wisdom and, on the other hand, a real-
ization that happenstance often makes a mockery of even the most finely
calibrated policy.13

To reconcile these convictions, Kissinger developed recommendations
aimed at rendering the policy realm more predictable and thus, more sus-
ceptible to the statesman’s creativity. Leaders, he asserted, must develop
a clear sense of direction informed by a vision and a profound yet agile
conceptualization of the factors and forces at play.14 This “philosophical
deepening,” sorely lacking in the American foreign policy tradition in
Kissinger’s judgment,15 would provide a compass for the ship of state.
This, however, was not enough. To reach the destinations pointed toward
by the compass, Kissinger stressed, required that the captains of the state
steer the course with imagination, flexibility, and prudence.

Drawing upon these precepts, Kissinger peppered his analyses of past
and contemporary statesmen with a recurrent set of cautionary guidelines
for the practitioner of international diplomacy. As early as his undergrad-
uate thesis, he admonished leaders that “freedom derives . . . from a recog-
nition of limits” of their country’s power as well as their own.16 Sober
perspective is key to the fulfillment of vital tasks in the diplomatic game:
“Mastery in adapting to the requirements of the moment,”17 timely dis-
cernment of both opportunities to exploit and risks to avoid, and keeping
a range of alternatives open as a means of adjusting to the unpredictable.18

Kissinger’s model of statecraft, especially his “doctrine of limits,”19

evinced considerable reflection and sophistication—though that sophisti-
cation was not always sufficient to fully eliminate tensions between some of
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his core tenets. Notably, he postulated that only when the major powers
share an adherence to some basic “rules” of the international game—the
most important of which is strict noninterference in one another’s domes-
tic affairs—can international stability obtain,20 but also maintained that in
order to garner the necessary domestic support, a policy must be broadly
congruent with the “national experience.”21 Such tensions notwithstanding,
Kissinger arrived on the scene of Soviet Jewish emigration policy equipped
with complex insights into the sorts of problems he was to encounter.

It is tempting to read Kissinger’s prescriptions as, in part, an exercise in
anticipatory self-restraint; sometimes, it almost seems as if Kissinger the
scholar foresaw, and sought to check, certain patterns of behavior that would
characterize Kissinger the leader. The apostle of international stability as the
ultimate guarantor against nuclear destruction acknowledged that “the
statesman is confronted with what must always upset his calculations: that
it is not balance which inspires men but universality, not safety but immor-
tality.”22 The architect of centralized foreign policy-making was attentive to
the fragility of structures dependent on individuals.23 The policy-maker who
later publicly dismissed as illegitimate any Soviet Jewish emigration policy
course but his own24 faulted Bismarck for not comprehending that the re-
quirements of the national interest are often ambiguous and “statesmen
might differ in understanding [these requirements].”25 The elitist expert-
turned-statesman termed domestic legitimacy, in one of his most familiar
maxims, the “acid test” of a policy26 and urged leaders to contemplate timely
political concessions in order to protect the social sphere27 and harmonize
their vision with the people’s experience:28 in Kissinger’s words, “if the sweep
of [the statesman]’s conceptions exceeds the capacity of his environment to
absorb them, he will fail regardless of the validity of his insights.”29

Kissinger the Statesman’s Early Behavior

With respect to the Soviet Jewish emigration issue, Kissinger the senior
official diverged from Kissinger the scholar’s advice from early in his
tenure. True, he still suggests otherwise: in a recent assessment in Diplo-
macy of the administration’s record, he echoes his idealized notion of care-
fully conceived policy, writing that “as a diplomatic subject, the issue of
Jewish emigration from the Soviet Union had been the brainchild of the
Nixon Administration.”30 Archival evidence, however, flies in the face of
this assertion, unmasking it as possibly disingenuous and certainly self-
serving and inaccurate. The first three years of the Nixon presidency ac-
tually saw a reactive, reluctant administration that treated Soviet Jewish
emigration in ad hoc fashion and addressed it only because of conspicu-
ous anti-Semitism in the Soviet Union and growing domestic concern.31
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To be sure, as far as 1969 and 1970 are concerned, extenuating 
circumstances go a long way to explaining why the Soviet Jewish question
received little executive attention. Prior to 1969, the issue was hardly on
the agenda of U.S.-Soviet relations, though American principals, beginning
with some in the Eisenhower administration, including Nixon, did raise it
with the Kremlin on a few occasions, and awareness of it within the for-
eign policy bureaucracy was slowly growing.32 Squeaking into office with
the barest of pluralities, facing Democratic control of both houses of Con-
gress, and seeking to articulate a new policy in a time of deep national cri-
sis,33 the Nixon team was bound to set its sights elsewhere. As we have
seen, it was only in the closing months of 1970 that the dramatic Leningrad
trials catapulted the plight of Soviet Jews into the international limelight34

and by that point, Vietnam had sapped much of the Nixon team’s atten-
tion and energies. As Richard Melanson and others remind us, any scrutiny
of the administration’s record must acknowledge just how draining was
the challenge of confronting simultaneously a bloody war abroad and a
society in turmoil at home.35

In terms of the substance of policy, the executive’s early reticence is
also partly understandable. Throughout this period, virtually no observer
anticipated the subsequent emergence of the Soviet Jewish emigration
question to the center stage of superpower diplomacy and, of course, Is-
rael and American Jewish leaders were themselves hewing to a low-key
approach.36 These constraints, however, were not so overwhelming as to
predetermine the administration’s policy. Kissinger’s hand was apparent in
charting a course of avoidance and delay. As early as mid-1969, Nixon’s
overburdened national security adviser did acknowledge the problem of
Soviet Jewish oppression, if not its depth, though his shortsightedness on
the latter count can be attributed in part to inadequate CIA and State De-
partment reports.37 But Kissinger’s partial awareness only served to but-
tress his efforts to contain the political and diplomatic importance of the
issue, and by the end of the year, he had explicitly declined to commit the
administration to the principal of freedom of emigration from the Soviet
Union. Obviously seeking to retain latitude, this policy reflected
Kissinger’s conviction that the norm of noninterference applies most fully
to superpowers like the Soviet Union.38

More personal factors were also involved. Sporadic tête-à-tête 
discussions in the oval office suggest that at one level, the topic irked
Kissinger because it placed him in a precarious situation with Nixon.39 At-
taining his predominant decision-making position in fits and starts 
and rather dependent on Nixon’s favor,40 the national security adviser
was, as we saw in chapter 1, worried that competitors for bureaucratic
influence might take advantage of any policies that could be construed 

as too pro-Jewish to undermine his standing with the president. This 
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sensitivity contributed to Kissinger’s determination to minimize contacts
with Jewish leaders and take a lead role on “Jewish issues” such as Soviet
Jewish emigration. Also salient were Middle East policy calculations.
Kissinger shrewdly predicted that the Soviet Jewish problem might evolve
into a rallying point for American Jews. Significant presidential involve-
ment on behalf of Soviet Jews would run the risk, he warned, of drawing
Moscow and the Arabs closer together and tying the administration’s
hands in the Middle East, without bringing about a Jewish exodus from
the Soviet Union.41

Several early measures Kissinger took in the general Soviet policy
sphere also deeply affected the administration’s posture on the Jewish em-
igration issue. Intent on keeping a tight grip on the threads of policy,
alongside Nixon, Kissinger minimized the involvement of Nixon’s liaison
to the Jewish community, Leonard Garment, and some State Department
officials, such as under secretary of state for political affairs U. Alexis
Johnson. This reduced prospects for a full airing of policy options, since
Garment and, to a lesser extent, Johnson, contemplated a forthright
broaching of the Soviet Jewish question with Moscow.42 As early as the
first months of 1969, Kissinger also established the secret back channel
with Moscow, through which he assured Moscow of the administration’s
acceptance of Soviet predominance in Eastern Europe, notwithstanding
“isolated critical public comments” made for domestic political reasons.
The Kremlin, in all probability, concluded that Washington could be re-
lied upon to steer equally clear of what it regarded a sensitive domestic
issue, the Jewish question.43

Compounding the effect of these measures were, by mid-1971,
Kissinger’s emerging propensity to underrate the impact of the Soviet Jew-
ish problem on domestic public opinion (revealing, again, a gap between
astute theoretical insights and blind spots in practice). Although the im-
pact on public opinion of the Leningrad trials did not go unnoticed by
figures such as Garment and Representative Gerald Ford,44 Kissinger,
along with his bitter rival, Rogers, and Nixon himself, preferred to down-
play the issue. Despite his efforts behind the scenes to get the Leningrad
death sentences commuted, Kissinger continued to dismiss the Soviet Jew-
ish question as subordinate to matters of high politics as the prospects of
triangular diplomacy and détente loomed on the horizon. Congressional,
Jewish, and general public displays of discontent with what was perceived
as executive indifference failed to incite the national security adviser to
earnestly take the matter up with Moscow.45

Thus, in part deliberately and in part unintentionally, Kissinger’s con-
duct at this early stage restricted the range of options available to the ad-
ministration. Leaving a vacuum, it also invited Congress and interested
lobbies to intervene.
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Raising Expectations and Underestimating 
the Threat of Jackson-Vanik

The next two years, through April 1973, were the heyday of détente. The
relationship with the Soviet Union, domestic support, and the popularity
and leverage of the Nixon-Kissinger team all peaked. The same period
represented a second, crucial phase in Kissinger’s handling of the Soviet
Jewish question. Kissinger could have utilized the dividends of détente to
at least partly defuse the issue. But he fumbled, ignoring some of his own
key maxims. Through the 1972 elections, instead of prudence, the ad-
ministration fomented a “crisis of rising expectations,” both within the
ranks of the Soviet Jewish emigration movement and in Moscow. And the
months thereafter were, in historian Paula Stern’s apt phrase, “a period of
malign neglect”46—just the opposite of the carefully calibrated action ad-
vocated by Kissinger the scholar.

Let us examine the domestic front first. It is true that, as the May 1972
summit with Soviet leaders approached, Nixon and Kissinger worried in
private about the possibility that the public’s expectations would spiral out
of control, both regarding the general gamut of superpower relations and
the specific topic of Soviet Jewish emigration.47 It is also true that it was
Nixon rather than Kissinger who employed such hyperbole as “a full gen-
eration of peace”48 and who behaved publicly in such a fashion as to leave
Jewish audiences with the impression that the president would use his good
offices in Moscow to improve the lot of Soviet Jews.49 The temptation to
oversell détente for short-term electoral gain, it seems, overcame Nixon’s
judiciousness as well as his gut distrust of the Jewish voter and the media’s
(and his own) previously dismissive attitude toward the notion that Jews
might support Republican candidates.50 In the end, however, the Soviet
Union’s decision to levy the August 1972 education tax on would-be im-
migrants made a mockery of any professed advances the Nixon adminis-
tration was making on the Soviet Jewish emigration front. The whole
episode cost Nixon, and Kissinger especially, some points with the Jewish
community, although it obviously prevented neither Nixon’s improved
electoral showing in this sector nor his landslide victory.51

The most lasting effect of the episode was, of course, the introduction
of Jackson’s amendment, with all that followed. In some respects, the ad-
ministration had fostered its own vulnerability on this front. First, Jackson
did not invent the idea of trade “linkage,” but merely transformed a notion
devised by the administration itself.52 Second, Kissinger himself conceded
in 1975 that when Nixon negotiated the trade agreement in 1972, the So-
viets “were never even told there was a possibility of congressional diffi-
culty.”53 Third, Nixon and Kissinger’s attempt to alert the Soviets to the
adverse domestic ramifications of the exit tax was short-lived, prompted
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less by concern over the fate of détente than by urgent American Jewish
and Israeli appeals and the drive to defeat McGovern.54 Thereafter, Nixon
and Kissinger’s interest dwindled noticeably, as they mistakenly believed
the matter would fade away with the passing of the election season.55 As
Stern argues, Nixon and Kissinger thus missed a crucial opportunity to take
advantage of détente’s popularity and Nixon’s huge mandate to derail the
Jackson amendment.56

The documentation suggests that Kissinger’s downplaying of the issue at
this point was partly intentional. Consistently emphasizing Moscow’s status
sensitivity, he was convinced that the best chance of Soviet backtracking on
the exit tax lay in giving the Soviets “some months to dig out . . . if there is
a confrontation they cannot possibly yield to what they see as interference
in their domestic affairs.”57 Nonetheless, much of Kissinger’s conduct is at-
tributable more to overextension and ineptitude than design. During this pe-
riod, Nixon and Kissinger were so preoccupied with the Vietnam Paris peace
talks that they simply neglected other subjects. Somewhat less well recog-
nized is the dynamic set in motion by an extended period of power.
Kissinger’s growing arrogance was plainly evident in his notorious Novem-
ber 1972 “lone cowboy” interview with Oriana Fallaci.58 The celebrated ar-
chitect of détente was in a euphoric state of mind that hampered his
judgment. Consequently, he failed to heed advance warnings about con-
gressional agitation, was surprised when a senator hijacked his instrument
of manipulating trade incentives to shape Soviet behavior, and was dismayed
by its application in the personally discomfiting context of Soviet Jewry.59

The occasional perceptive assessment notwithstanding,60 Kissinger remained
more sanguine than many Nixon aides about the Jackson challenge, partly
because he was swept up in the administration’s success, partly because of
his innate disdain of Congress, and partly because, at that point, he still
viewed Soviet Jewish emigration as a marginal issue that could not possibly
develop into a major impediment to such a grand design as détente.61

Hubris was also manifest in one of Kissinger’s most significant mis-
steps: consistent exaggeration, with his Soviet interlocutors, of the exec-
utive’s capacity to override Congress and deliver the MFN status pledged
in the 1972 trade agreement. One may certainly empathize with the deli-
cate balancing act Kissinger was forced to perform in this context, since
exuding confidence in the political viability of an agreement comprises an
indispensable instrument in the diplomat’s toolkit. But Kissinger over-
played his hand. Sensitive to Moscow’s growing concern about Jackson-
Vanik, but trapped by his own rhetoric and probably unable to seriously
contemplate the amendment’s passage, he kept reassuring the Kremlin
through March 1974, by which point doubt had long since surfaced in the
minds of his aides, Soviet counterparts, and the embattled president him-
self.62 By committing himself so completely to the defeat of Jackson-
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Vanik, Kissinger risked the administration’s credibility, as well as his own,
well beyond the point of necessity.63

The Unsuccessful Fight against the Amendment

The third stage, the year following April 1973, saw Kissinger succumbing
more and more to the temptation of risking the long-term prospects of
détente for short-term gain. What little remained of the administration’s
Soviet Jewish policy latitude did not survive the pressure cooker of 
Watergate and the October War.

By April 1973, when Nixon sent Congress the Trade Reform Act and
Jackson and seventy-six other senators reattached the Jackson amend-
ment to it, the administration could no longer be accused of ignoring the
amendment. Nixon and Kissinger launched a determined campaign to win
American public opinion over to the logic of quiet diplomacy.64 They
failed, partly because their increasingly intense efforts behind closed doors
to affect Soviet practices failed to produce visible results,65 and partly be-
cause of several self-defeating behaviors. First, they adopted heavy-handed
methods in an attempt to split the Jewish community, achieving little but
the antagonism of important Jewish leaders.66 Second, rather than deal-
ing with Jackson directly, Nixon and Kissinger operated through some
“losing horses” like Max Fisher, a well-known Nixon hand who was ul-
timately found to exert little influence on the Jewish rank-and-file,67 and
Ambassador Dinitz, who as we have seen was destined to be eclipsed, on
the Soviet Jewish policy scene in the United States, by Nativ’s largely pro-
Jackson officials.68 Third, Kissinger did not translate his perceptive grasp
of the requirements of the moment into practice. For example, on 2 Au-
gust 1973, Kissinger reiterated his “acid test”: “No foreign policy—no
matter how ingenious,” he said, “has any chance of success if it is born
in the minds of a few and carried in the hearts of none.”69 In his first
major address as secretary of state, five weeks later, Kissinger further ob-
served that “the need for national dialogue has never been more ur-
gent.”70 However, his insinuations on the same occasion that the Jackson
forces were pursuing a shallow and dangerous policy revealed Kissinger’s
inability to actually engage in a substantive, respectful dialogue and win
domestic support through persuasion.71 Ironically, this attitude repeated
one of the faults Kissinger had earlier identified in Bismarck’s behavior.
More importantly, it was viewed by key opinion-makers as vindicating
the charges of imperial callousness and dubious morality that had begun
to shadow the Nixon team.72

When the October War broke out, Kissinger’s skills as a diplomat-
statesman were severely tested. Hardly an experienced player on the 
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Middle East arena73 and largely left to his own devices by a besieged pres-
ident, Kissinger found himself overseeing a web of high-risk, interrelated
games that required a delicate equilibrium between contradictory policy
objectives. Kissinger’s challenges were extremely complicated: how to ef-
fect a military stalemate that would render the Middle East ripe for diplo-
macy. How to exclude Moscow from the area and preserve détente. How
to convince the oil-rich Arab states that relying on Soviet patronage would
lead them nowhere, while simultaneously safeguarding Israel’s security
and making Jerusalem see the benefit of negotiated settlement. How to
refute Jackson’s double indictment that, first, Moscow’s conduct prior to
and during the war demonstrated the pointlessness of détente, and, sec-
ond, that détente had worked to Israel’s disadvantage. Kissinger scored
unevenly on the first three challenges and suffered a serious setback on 
the last.

To a considerable extent, Kissinger’s wounds on the home front were
self-inflicted. Granted, as Isaacson compellingly demonstrates, the week-
long delay in the provision of military resupplies to Israel was only par-
tially traceable to Kissinger’s office.74 Yet the secretary’s maneuvers,
shrewdly leaked to the press by Jackson, sufficed to tarnish his image in
the eyes of key Jewish leaders.75 His attempt to strike a package deal
around Jackson-Vanik added insult to injury. Kissinger may well have
been as sincerely concerned about Israel’s fate as he was determined to
pursue détente and secure American dominance in the Middle East.76 By
this stage, however, many Jewish leaders did not trust him, which helps
explain the equivocation of the National Conference on Soviet Jewry and
the Jewish leadership’s ultimate retreat from the deal. The distrust also
helped Jackson win new recruits for his assault on détente, notably Jew-
ish neoconservatives such as Norman Podhoretz.77

From late 1973, then, Kissinger was perceived as an honest broker
by neither important American Jewish leaders nor Kremlin influentials.
The squandering of this asset weakened his hand when, a few months
later, he embarked on negotiations aimed at finding a compromise that
would satisfy both Jackson and Moscow—negotiations that seemed to
meet success but collapsed by late 1974.78 The failure to secure an agree-
ment was in large part due to Soviet behavior. Generous gestures on the
Kremlin’s part might still have swayed public sentiment in the United
States away from condemnation and toward endorsement of compromise.
Instead, despite appeals by the administration, and Brezhnev’s half-
hearted willingness to respond, the Soviets committed heavy-handed blun-
ders that contributed substantially to the undermining of domestic
support for détente in the United States. They dragged their feet regard-
ing Soviet Jewish hardship cases,79and they continued to visibly harass
Soviet Jews, as well as high-profile dissidents like celebrated author
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Alexander Solzhenitsyn and Sakharov. Such actions naturally facilitated
the drive of both Henry Jackson and prominent Jewish and non-Jewish
Soviet dissidents to couch Soviet Jewish policy in the general context of
human rights violations. Most influential was a public letter Sakharov
penned to the United States Congress, drawing a tight connection between
the repression in the Soviet Union and the importance of the Jackson
amendment, which he endorsed. Soon, liberal groups that heretofore had
supported détente and objected to trade restrictions with the Soviet Union
reversed course and an increasingly isolated administration was thrown
on the defensive. This agitated climate of opinion guaranteed that the So-
viet Jewish issue would remain entangled in the fierce political battles that
surrounded Nixon’s waning months in office.80

The Jackson team undermined the negotiations by often pursuing a rel-
atively rigid line that key American Jewish leaders felt compelled to toe.81

The senator himself, as his otherwise sympathetic biographer concedes, was
inflexible and could or would not listen to the doubts even hard-line Sovi-
etologists expressed about the utility of his approach.82 Most questionable
was Jackson’s tendency to trumpet in the spotlight sensitive aspects of the
dialogue with Kissinger,83 as well as Soviet concessions secured in confi-
dential discussions. A conspicuous example of the latter came at the very
moment that a deal finally seemed all but sealed. On 18 October 1974,
Jackson arrived at the White House to exchange with Kissinger letters that
stipulated the terms of the deal. Controlling the later meeting with the press,
Jackson referred to the agreement as a “historic understanding in the era of
human rights” and implied that the Soviets had capitulated to a campaign
he had been waging. He even drew specific attention to a figure of annual
Soviet Jewish emigration (60,000) never officially approved by Moscow.
Humiliating Moscow further, he defied the clear Soviet objection to an of-
ficial release of the letters.84 Such behavior may have merely reflected in-
toxication in the moment of victory, but may also be interpreted, as
Kissinger and others have since contended, as proof that Jackson, seeking
an issue to promote his presidential aspirations rather than a solution, had
all along been negotiating in bad faith.85 In sum, while the evidence at hand
casts no doubt on Jackson’s genuine and passionate commitment to the So-
viet Jewish cause, it does portray him as resembling Kissinger in one crucial
sense—having trouble subordinating personal ambition to the goal of se-
curing a workable solution to the Soviet Jewish problem.

Yet, whatever role Moscow and Jackson played in the breakdown of
negotiations, mediator Kissinger must also be held partly accountable. Three
principal flaws in his strategy stand out. First, a whole year elapsed between
the administration’s launching of an active campaign to block Jackson-Vanik
(April 1973) and the initiation of an ongoing dialogue between Kissinger
and Jackson (March 1974). The delay was consequential, if only because
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the negotiations started in earnest when the drama of Nixon’s downfall was
written on the wall and was bound to dominate any policy maneuver in
Washington. The summer of 1973 saw Kissinger reluctant to face the
strong-willed Jackson.86 Only after Nixon prodded him directly did
Kissinger approach the senator,87 but that overture was cut short by the
October War, which sparked a heated controversy between the two men
about the morality of détente, as well as leading to an American nuclear
alert, in the wake of which Jackson publicly taunted Moscow. This behav-
ior caused Kissinger to conclude that the senator could not be trusted to re-
main discreet in the Soviet context.88 For months thereafter, Kissinger
procrastinated, despite repeated advice by subordinates that only his per-
sonal involvement could moderate Jackson’s (and hence, the Jewish com-
munity’s) position and advance the legislative process—or, failing that, at
least refute “future complaints” that the secretary’s evasion of Jackson had
undermined the prospects for striking an emigration-trade deal.89

Second, if Kissinger’s suspicion of Jackson on the grounds of diplo-
matic indiscretion is somewhat understandable, not so Kissinger’s exces-
sive resort to a devious divide-and-rule tactic once the negotiations got
underway. He portrayed Jackson to the Israelis as disingenuous. He ex-
erted (via Max Fisher) pressure on Jackson through an appeal to the
Washingtonian’s Jewish financial backers. He sought to isolate Jackson
from his Jewish base and from like-minded Jewish senators.90 Jackson felt
cornered and responded in kind.91 Kissinger’s maneuvers backfired, erod-
ing whatever confidence existed between the senator and the administra-
tion.92 An adversarial relationship developed between the Kissinger and
Jackson teams,93 as well as between the two men. By August 1974, as his
involvement in the mediation effort intensified to the point of consuming
much of his time, Kissinger confessed to his aides: “The more I see Scoop
the less I like him . . . I used to like him a lot.”94 The whole affair suggests
that Kissinger was less adept a diplomat at home than abroad. Partly be-
cause of his arrogant maltreatment of Jackson, the negotiations deterio-
rated into a struggle to score points between two bitterly suspicious rivals.

Third, the apologetic tone that consistently permeated Kissinger’s
broaching of the Soviet Jewish issue with his Soviet interlocutors misled
Moscow, compounding the Kremlin rulers’ own inability to accurately
gauge the wave of anti-Soviet sentiment in American public opinion that
their Soviet Jewish practices helped foment.95 Kissinger should have pre-
sented a more forthright picture of American opinion trends to Moscow.
While certainly not music to Moscow’s ears, it could have increased
the prospects of ultimate compromise by nudging Brezhnev to intensify 
efforts to end harassment.

Kissinger’s apologetic tone stemmed from a profound belief in the pri-
macy of sovereignty, recognition of Moscow’s acute concern with saving
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face, as well as from some impatience with the growing success of Soviet
dissidents in communicating their case effectively to the American peo-
ple.96 It did not reflect disregard for the turning of domestic opinion
against him. Kissinger was becoming painfully aware of his failure to pass
his own “acid test.” This was not for the lack of trying: from mid-1973
onward, he sought to educate Americans about the need to reject Jackson-
Vanik, by way of delivering eloquent public speeches and granting back-
ground briefings to a few reporters of choice.97 To no avail: the polls
demonstrated that the man in the street consistently sided with Jackson.
Congress was echoing the voice of the people.98

At the end of the day, as efforts to strike a deal collapsed, relations
with Moscow chilled, and Jackson’s amendment became law, Kissinger
the Statesman might, were he sufficiently reflective, have detected an air
of disappointment from Kissinger the Scholar.

Explaining Kissinger’s Failure

The sources of Kissinger’s failure to legitimize his Soviet Jewish policy with
American Jews and the general public merit close consideration, for they go
to the heart of Kissinger’s role in détente’s demise. While Kissinger’s domes-
tic difficulty has been extensively investigated in the literature,99 it is still
worth exploring the roots of this particular difficulty. More than the Octo-
ber War drove Kissinger and the Jewish community apart. Tensions derived
also from the fact that they drew sharply divergent lessons from the Holo-
caust. Kissinger’s firsthand encounter with Hitler’s Germany triggered a life-
long pursuit of international stability as a remedy against catastrophe. Given
a choice of order or justice, he often said, he would choose order.100 Con-
versely, a deep sense of guilt at an ineffectual “cacophony of voices” in Roo-
sevelt’s days drove the otherwise pluralistic Jewish community as one toward
the Soviet Jewry movement and Jackson’s clear-cut solution.101 Aggravating
this split was Nixon’s attempt to realign American politics by forging a “ma-
jority of the resentful.” As Richard Melanson argues, this divisive and con-
frontational strategy backfired, since it antagonized “elitist” opinion-shapers
who might otherwise have been strong supporters of détente.102 Among Jew-
ish leaders in particular—some of whom sensed anti-Semitic hints in Nixon’s
anti-elitist messages—the result was guardedness, if not outright antipathy,
toward the administration’s Soviet policies.

Why did Jackson-Vanik strike a chord with the American people at
large? From the time of the events to the mid-1990s, Kissinger conve-
niently argued this was nothing but a historical accident (in his words, an
“eclipse of the sun”) occasioned by the ambitious Jackson’s shrewd ex-
ploitation of Watergate and sustained by a typically shallow American
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understanding of international affairs. Even with his later acknowledg-
ment that détente was ill-suited to the psychological needs of Vietnam-
era America, it is not clear that Kissinger has ever fully understood the
nature of the domestic equation.103 The problem was not simply an un-
fortunate political configuration, or a lack of sophistication in the audi-
ence, even though these factors played a role. As we saw in chapter 2, the
Soviet Jewish campaign enabled Americans to regain a sense of moral pur-
pose lost in the jungles of Vietnam and the compromises of détente.
Kissinger’s championing of “unsentimental” policy-making made it hard
for him to appreciate this psychological dimension of the campaign.

What could Kissinger have done differently? Recent archival disclo-
sures substantiate some familiar criticisms of Kissinger’s conduct on the
domestic front. As Robert Schulzinger once observed, Kissinger was “out
of touch with the way modern democratic states conduct their diplo-
macy.”104 He should have anticipated that in a pluralistic political sys-
tem, “linkage” would be difficult to control once unleashed. He could
have devised a more inclusive modus operandi.105 While centralization
and secrecy may have minimized leaks and increased cohesion, they also
meant that the president and his senior foreign policy adviser were given
not only sole credit but also sole burden for U.S.-Soviet relations. By iso-
lating themselves from the bureaucracy and Congress, Nixon and
Kissinger overstretched themselves and missed opportunities to acquire a
subtler sense of the broad decision-making context. Several illustrations
of potentially avoidable mistakes demonstrate the severity of this problem.
At a critical juncture in early 1973, Nixon and Kissinger overlooked the
sound advice of Kissinger aide Helmut Sonnenfeldt and State Department
officials to alert Moscow to the extent to which the exit tax was fanning
anti-Soviet sentiment in the United States.106 They also failed to delegate
substantive negotiating authority to such a capable emissary as secretary
of the treasury George P. Shultz.107 Later, Kissinger decided to keep se-
cret Soviet minister of foreign affairs Andrei A. Gromyko’s 26 October
1974 rejection of the Kissinger-Soviet-Jackson deal, exposing himself to
charges of deception108 and, as Kissinger later acknowledged, leading con-
gressional leaders, including Jackson, to the false impression that Moscow
would eventually yield more ground if Congress kept pressing.109 Finally,
Kissinger disregarded warnings from others in the administration and con-
sequently, in late 1974, was caught by surprise when the Soviets—angered
by the Stevenson amendment’s ceiling of $300 million over four years on
new export-import bank credit commitments to Moscow—suspended 
negotiations on the emigration-trade deal.110

Also missed were opportunities for domestic coalition building. If,
for example, he had properly consulted potential allies such as Ways and
Means chairman Wilbur Mills, the president’s trade representative
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William Eberle, or the State Department’s chief liaison with Congress, 
A. Linwood Holton regarding the trade negotiations with Moscow, they
might have done more to counter Jackson-Vanik.111 Instead, Kissinger not
only methodically excluded State Department officials,112 but also kept
even his own aide, Sonnenfeldt, partly in the dark.113 As well, the projec-
tion of greater empathy toward Jackson’s concerns and those of the Jew-
ish community could have done much to mitigate the polarization that
ensued and might even have left room for domestic compromise and the
partial disentangling of the emigration issue from détente. Finally,
Kissinger (and Nixon) could have been much more attentive to the risk
that a culture of suspicion and Byzantine infighting at the top would erode
the procedural legitimacy of détente, which would in turn undermine the
strategy’s substantive legitimacy.114

Why did a statesman who arrived in office with such an impressive in-
tellectual arsenal—a realization that power was finite and that creativity
was required to make it productive, an intuitive sense of the pitfalls of
hubris, a recognition of his own limits in understanding what “can be
sold to the American people”115—fail, in the Soviet Jewish policy sphere,
to follow these insights through to their logical conclusions, and instead
end up practicing what historian Ronald W. Pruessen has termed “intel-
lectual brinkmanship”?116 Although he was partly thwarted by the ob-
stacles reality inevitably throws in the way of those seeking to implement
preconceived designs and by simple overextension, at least as salient was
his vulnerability to what he himself once called the “aphrodisiac of
power.” Brimming with confidence after the breakthroughs of 1972,
Kissinger’s bad habits grew worse.117 Never lacking in vanity or manipu-
lativeness, he increasingly neglected his own doctrine of limits and adapt-
ability in favor of a more aggressive, rigid, and egocentric approach. More
and more, he limited foreign policy influence to a chosen few, exuded dis-
dain for domestic politics as a separate and inferior sphere, adhered
strictly to the notion that sovereignty is the sole proper organizing prin-
ciple of international life, and endorsed the view that the exalted ends of
foreign policy justify the application of foul means. The gathering clouds
of Watergate and the October War only accelerated Kissinger’s retreat into
isolation and arrogance. This was certainly evident in the domain of So-
viet Jewish emigration policy, where Kissinger’s inflexibility and machi-
nations not only undermined his ability to serve as an honest broker, but
even frustrated such an eminent realist as Hans Morgenthau.118

Eventually, what Kissinger regarded as the debacle of Jackson-Vanik’s
passage did prompt him to pay greater attention to domestic currents and
lobbies, as well as place human rights on the American foreign policy
agenda.119 But this was too little, too late. As Kissinger himself once
noted, a statesman cannot hoard opportunities for use at a later date. The
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foundations of détente in Washington and Moscow were already unrav-
eling. Of course, the Soviet Jewish policy tangle was but one of a complex
web of developments that led to the demise of détente. Of particular im-
port were a string of policies Moscow pursued in the Middle East: the
massive air supply operation of military hardware to the Arab belligerents
during the war (that preceded and largely triggered the American airlift of
supplies to Israel); defense minister Andrei Grechko’s depiction of the war,
two days after the Arabs had launched a surprise attack, as proof of the
aggressive nature of imperialism; and, in the aftermath of war, Moscow’s
cheering up of the Arab oil embargo and increased backing of radical
Arab regimes. These policies projected a confrontational stance that
placed the supporters of détente in the United States on the defensive.120

Yet, the dynamic that developed between Moscow and Washington
around the Soviet Jewish struggle clearly served to undercut the support
base for détente in both countries. Much as the continued harassment 
of Jews provided fuel for the conservative campaign against détente in the
United States, the administration’s fumbling around the Soviet Jewish 
emigration question allowed ideological conservatives within the Soviet
apparatus to argue that rapprochement with the West was dangerous 
for the regime, since it allowed the United States a Trojan horse inside 
Soviet society.121

True, that question had presented Kissinger with difficult policy
dilemmas: how to walk the tightrope between irritable Kremlin leaders,
agitated American Jews, and lurking political rivals. How to reconcile the
contradiction inherent in the task of securing public support for quiet
diplomacy. How to strike a balance between the imperatives of sover-
eignty, human rights, and reducing the risk of nuclear catastrophe. How
to integrate the emigration issue into larger and more complex policy puz-
zles, particularly the MidEast and superpower relations. These dilemmas
would have tested the resourcefulness of any policy-maker, and Kissinger,
by late 1973, had to cope with them during a time of social turmoil at
home and darkening horizons abroad. But these caveats are not excuses.
Kissinger’s inability to adjust to the ascendancy of a nontraditional ques-
tion, his failure to secure choice from circumstances, and his practice of
“intellectual brinkmanship”—all in contrast to his earlier advice to states-
men—made a bad situation worse. With his well-established tendency to
talk about limits in theory but ignore them in practice aggravated by a
growing conceit, the architect of détente misperceived and mishandled 
an issue that, to his surprise, had enough resonance to hasten the end of
détente itself.122

The tragic phenomenon of an incisive intellect overpowered by am-
bition and pride is by no means unique to Kissinger; indeed, it is a com-
mon human response to the possession of great power. The Kissinger
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example does provide an important cautionary note: whatever their other
qualities, there seems to be little in the training of political scientists or his-
torians that automatically equips them to resist the effects of power, pro-
vide clear-headed advice to the prince, or even become effective princes
themselves. It is with an eye to broader lessons of this sort that we shift
our focus back from the Soviet Jewry policy game to the broad tapestry
of American-Israeli relations.
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4

NIXON’S FINAL MONTHS,
THE LEGACY OF THE PERIOD,

AND THE LESSONS OF THE CASE

At this point in the discussion, it is imperative to conclude the storyline by
systematically examining the nature of the bilateral dialogue in the after-
math of the October War. The American-Israeli relationship chilled ap-
preciably during Nixon’s last months in office. This was partly due to the
pressure cooker of the October War, as both sides felt that coordination
and mutual consideration left much to be desired.

Of course, Golda Meir and her colleagues felt very much indebted to
Nixon personally for the airlift of supplies.1 Their gratitude did not extend
to Kissinger, however, whom they suspected of stalling the airlift in order to
avert a decisive Israeli victory and thus improve the prospects of a diplo-
matic settlement under American sponsorship after the war—a suspicion
Nixon did little to refute.2 Moreover, Israel’s political and military leader-
ship deeply resented the American drive during the last days of the war to
salvage the Egyptian Third Army. From their perspective, this move not
only deprived Israel of the possibility of victory; it also betokened insensi-
tivity to the trauma the Israeli society experienced and to the sacrifice the
Israeli leadership had made by discretely complying, on the eve of war, with
the American demand not to preempt.3

The Israeli frustration over perceived ingratitude was reciprocated by
the president and his secretary of state. Nixon and Kissinger felt the Israelis
took for granted both their declaration of a nuclear alert as a means of check-
ing possible unilateral Soviet military intervention in the war and their re-
sistance to the Arab oil boycott. On a more personal level, Kissinger believed
that the undermining of Israeli (and American Jewish) trust in him on ac-
count of his conduct during the war was unwarranted. After all, he was 
not only the key figure behind the nuclear alert, and bought Israel time to
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complete the encirclement of the Egyptian Third Army, but he also ignored
Nixon’s instruction during the last days of the war to sound out Brezhnev
about an imposed superpower settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict.4

Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy only intensified the mutual frictions
born of the war, as Israeli and American policy-makers parted over their
objectives in the disengagement process. The Israeli leaders sought a con-
solidation of the ceasefire and the repatriation of Israel’s prisoners of war.
They could hardly, however, swallow any broader settlement that involved
cessation of territory and signaled political compromise. The ordeal of
the war deeply undermined the capacity of the Labor Party to govern,
slashing the size of its parliamentary coalition, eroding its popular legiti-
macy and rendering the party’s leaders too paralyzed to endorse any bold
diplomatic initiatives.5 Meir was too immersed in unflinching hatred of
the enemy, guilt over the failure to anticipate the surprise attack, and be-
wilderment in the wake of mounting domestic pressure on her to accept
responsibility and resign.6 Her relatively inexperienced successor, Rabin,
was also soon immobilized. He was hamstrung by the mere one-vote mar-
gin his cabinet enjoyed in the Knesset, by the disintegration of the party’s
veteran leadership, by the economic dislocations caused by the war, by
the loss of popular faith in government, and, finally, by a perpetual need
to assert authority within his own party over formidable rivals.7

Israel’s reticence, however, ran counter to Kissinger’s strategic game
plan for the region. He was intent on projecting to the Arab interlocutors
that the administration could be relied upon to play honest broker. This
posture partly reflected a personal lesson drawn from the recent past:
Kissinger now believed that the administration’s decisive tilt in favor of Is-
rael and embrace of the Arab-Israeli status quo between 1971 and 1973
had been a grave mistake that had helped push Sadat toward launching
the war.8 More importantly, the posture was geared to weakening Soviet
influence in the Middle East. Kissinger strove to demonstrate to Sadat and
other relatively moderate Arab leaders that only through the good offices
of the United States could they begin to realize their dream of reclaiming
territories lost to Israel during the 1967 War.9

Moreover, Kissinger was confident that gradual diplomatic progress
under exclusive American auspices served not only America’s but also Is-
rael’s best long-term interests. He did his utmost to convince American
Jews and Israelis that this track, with the Soviets quiescent and the Euro-
peans and Japanese sidelined, represented Israel’s only hope of reaping
any benefits from the crucible of the bitter war. The record suggests that
he genuinely believed that the failure of his shuttle mission would spell dis-
aster for Israel, inviting the involvement of intermediaries favorable to the
Arabs, and turning what he perceived to be volatile American public opin-
ion against Israel, with the Arabists in the State Department and Ameri-
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can oil companies riding the wave of the Arab oil boycott.10 The first
order of the day for Israel, he lectured, was to buttress shuttle efforts
through both largesse in the negotiating process and support for détente,
since it and the related promise of economic carrots to Moscow had
helped to co-opt Moscow and facilitate American ascendancy in the re-
gion.11 Too aggrieved to be persuaded, the Israelis bargained tenaciously
over every minute detail in the negotiations. More than ever, they also
openly doubted the utility of détente as a vehicle for restraining Moscow,
suggesting Soviet complicity in the surprise attack.12 Embittered and fa-
tigued, Kissinger accused Israel’s leaders of blindness to the danger of Is-
raeli isolation and ungratefulness for, specifically, the administration’s
having resisted (despite détente) Soviet (and European) pressures to take
part in the diplomatic exercise and, more generally, the administration’s
bold plunge into the deep and untested diplomatic waters of the Middle
Eastern conflict, an unprecedented move that committed the prestige of
the country as well as Nixon and Kissinger’s own.13

The American-Israeli divisions over the substance of negotiations
were compounded by squabbles over authority and credit. Kissinger
aborted the first experiment in direct Israeli-Egyptian negotiations—the
“Kilometer 101 talks” between generals Aharon Yariv and Mohamed Abd
al-Ghani el-Gamasy—partly because he insisted on proving that an Amer-
ican role was essential for sustained diplomatic progress,14 but also partly
because he was typically suspicious of independent negotiation channels
and determined to hold the reins of diplomacy in his own hands.15 Despite
his jealousy over the public accolades accorded to his secretary, Nixon
craved the success of the shuttle no less. His need for respite from the
agony of Watergate and hope for a measure of reflected glory partly ex-
plain the unmitigated pressure he applied on the Israelis during the criti-
cal stage of the Syrian shuttle in May 1974, sending threatening letters to
the Israelis and even ordering deputy national security adviser Brent Scow-
croft to cut off all aid to the country unless Jerusalem complied.16

The sudden surge of acrimony between American and Israeli leaders,
illustrated by this Nixon instruction, suggests the salience of factors be-
yond divergence in strategic outlook and drive for personal prestige. One
has to explore the bilateral emotional milieu. Clearly, by 1974, a sense of
mutual disappointment settled in, amplified by vivid memories of the
“honeymoon” prior to the war. Witness, for instance, Kissinger’s warning
to Nixon on the eve of the latter’s June 1974 visit to Israel not to expect
newly appointed prime minister Rabin to be nearly as responsive or self-
assured as he had been during his tenure as ambassador to Washington, or
Kissinger’s disparaging assessment of deputy prime minister Yigal Allon.17

The Jewish dimension added another edge. Meir was probably con-
cerned not to further alienate a secretary of state then still in office when
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she observed in her 1975 memoirs: “As for his being Jewish, I don’t think
it either aided or hindered [Kissinger] in all those months of negotiation.
But if he was emotionally involved with us, such an involvement never
reflected itself for one moment in anything he did to us or did on our be-
half.”18 The documentary record, however, suggests otherwise. As histo-
rian Jeremi Suri has recently demonstrated, Kissinger did not welcome the
focus on his Jewishness that was an unavoidable by-product of the spec-
tacle of Middle Eastern shuttle diplomacy; he was too anxious about his
own acceptance in American society. As we have seen, he had always tried
to deemphasize this component of his identity, which was in his eyes a
source of vulnerability that Nixon, his bureaucratic rivals in Washington,
the Arabs, and even his own coreligionists were out to exploit.19 In his
dealings with Jerusalem, Kissinger initially attempted to turn the Jewish
link into an asset, presenting it as a guarantee of his ultimate commitment
to Israel’s survival.20 More often than not, however, he found out that the
reverse was taking place: partly because of his religion, whatever credit he
may once have had with the Israelis was rapidly dissipating. He was
greeted, while visiting Israel, with protesters carrying pointed banners and
polarized press reports highlighting his Jewishness. Israeli opinion polls of
the period found that he was both the most admired and the most dis-
liked public figure. This public agitation was matched by the heated tone
of debate behind closed doors, in which Kissinger openly told his Israeli
discussants that they were trying to bring him down.21 The diplomatic
discourse clearly transcended a dispute between the secretary of state of
a superpower and the leaders of the superpower’s client state; it was turn-
ing into a no-holds-barred quarrel in the family with Kissinger cast in the
role of a troublesome and renegade member, a painful experience for both
sides that, by the time of Nixon’s resignation, spilled over into influential
books and articles in both Israel and the United States.22

All the elements of American-Israeli friction, including the Jewish
complication, manifested themselves during Nixon’s June 1974 visit to Is-
rael. During the eight months since the October War, the image of Israel
had markedly deteriorated in Nixon’s eyes. Deeming Israel the party most
responsible for slowing the pace of diplomatic progress in the Middle East,
feeling besieged by a presumably Jewish-controlled media on account of
Watergate, and growing increasingly exasperated by congressional sup-
port for the Jackson-Vanik Amendment and mounting public opposition
to détente, Nixon reverted to his old image of Israel as aligned with his en-
emies—a force conspiring with American Jews to undermine both the ad-
ministration’s foreign policy and his own domestic standing.23 By the time
he arrived in Israel as part of a hastily prepared Middle Eastern swing de-
signed principally to boost his rapidly waning legitimacy at home, the
tone had already been set by promises he had given to Arab leaders and
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by anti-Semitic innuendoes that were reported to be on the White House
tapes. The public reception in Israel contrasted sharply with the huge
crowds that turned out to greet Nixon during his visit to Egypt. Nixon,
for his part, embarrassed his hosts by initially refusing to pay the standard
visit to the Holocaust memorial Yad Vashem, and then declining to put on
a yarmulke once he got there.24 The tense undercurrent found expression
in Nixon’s private meetings with Israeli leaders, where he said that

the days when Israel felt very comfortable with a relationship . . .
where we supported Israel . . . were going to be Israel’s best 
friend . . . where your immediate warlike neighbors were consid-
ered enemies of the United States, those days [are over]: some might
say in this country and many of our very good friends in the Jew-
ish community in the United States say it now: let’s go back to the
old days. I don’t think it is policy . . . time will run out.25

Obviously, this first visit by an American president to Israel did not ame-
liorate Nixon’s vindictive mood: in his instructions to treasury secretary
William E. Simon before the latter’s July 1974 visit to Israel, he minced 
no words:

I want you to be very hard-line in Israel. . . . I don’t want any pan-
dering to the Israelis. . . . when discussing long-term Israeli assis-
tance, fuzz it up. It is ridiculous to give $6 billion to them and only
a dribble to the Arabs, especially with the current Israeli attitude 
on negotiations.26

The friction of 1974 in American-Israeli relations, then, had its origins
in two sets of causes. It was certainly due to the transformed policy-making
environment, internationally as well as regionally, following the October
War and the partly related growing uneasiness about détente within the
United States. These are the sorts of strategic considerations we are most ac-
customed to identifying when assessing the trajectory of international rela-
tions. Yet, on a deeper level, it was also very much the child of prewar trends.
First, the mutual disenchantment was intensified by memories of intimate
partnership. Second, and somewhat ironically, Israel’s 1974 alignment with
anti-détente American conservatives, so infuriating for Nixon and Kissinger,
was to a considerable degree a culmination of Israel’s “conservative turn,”
a development the administration had been encouraging just a few years ear-
lier. Third, Nixon’s proclivity to cast Jews as his personal enemies, clouding
his view of Israel at the outset of his tenure, resurfaced with a vengeance to-
ward the end of his term. It seems apt, then, to characterize the evolution of
Nixon’s personal Israeli orientation as traveling full circle, from suspicion
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to embrace to suspicion again: indeed, the negative turn was not lost on 
Israel’s officials. Recently declassified documentation reveals that Israeli prin-
cipals welcomed Nixon’s resignation, viewing him as too driven by personal
commitment to détente and an anti-Jewish vendetta.27

From Jerusalem’s longer-term perspective, however, Nixon’s ultimate
exasperation toward Israel was insignificant in comparison with the pos-
itive impact of the Nixon years on subsequent American-Israeli relations.
The legacy of the Nixon years for the American-Israeli relationship was
not one of estrangement but of an enduring bond. Diplomatically, with all
their grumbling about Washington’s increased sensitivity to the objectives
of Arab moderates, Israel’s leaders could not but welcome the Nixon ad-
ministration’s success at undercutting the Soviet role in the peace process.
In terms of material backing, the dramatic leap in American civil and mil-
itary assistance to Israel, authored by Nixon in late 1971 in large part in
response to Israel’s “conservative turn,” has since become a political fix-
ture underwritten by both parties. And politically, as Israel’s conservative
choices increasingly allied it with more conservative elements in American
politics, Israel’s stock in the American political market soared. This has
been the case because the shifting of Israel’s support base to the right oc-
curred in tandem with the relative ascendancy of conservatism within the
American political system. The loss of support from many on the left and
some liberals, most of them avowed Democrats,28 was more than com-
pensated for by the staunch backing of neoconservatives, who were in-
creasingly joining the ranks of the GOP, and evangelist Christians, the
original backbone of the party’s right wing.29 Israel could now count on
influential strongholds within both political parties. Moreover, the turn
against Israel in American public opinion, predicted by Kissinger and even
desired by a few of his closest aides, did not materialize.30 Not long after
entering office, President Ford became the first of many post-Nixon Amer-
ican presidents to learn a sobering lesson about the limits of executive lat-
itude when it came to “disciplining” Israel. Following the collapse of
Israeli-Egyptian talks in March 1975, Ford officially announced the re-
assessment of America’s Middle Eastern policy. For six months, the ad-
ministration refused to sign new arms deals with Israel. The president
contemplated abandoning the step-by-step approach in favor of an alter-
native less palatable to Israel, a comprehensive peace plan that might en-
tail Soviet participation. Yet, he soon backed off and approved the
resumption of the step-by-step strategy, realizing that a policy departure
would be politically counterproductive: the American public was not en-
thusiastic about such a move, and seventy-six senators sent Ford a letter
urging him to be “responsive to Israel’s economic and military needs.”31

Ford’s willingness to take a hard line on aid to Israel did last through the
first part of the 1976 election campaign. Yet, by the fall, when Governor
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Jimmy Carter of Georgia, the Democratic candidate, was enjoying a huge
lead in the polls, Ford and Carter began trying to outdo each other as the
better friend of Israel.32

In sum, Israel emerged from the Nixon years with its special place in
American foreign policy entrenched. This was partly due to a convergence
of international, regional, and American domestic circumstances beyond
Israel’s control. However, in illuminating the considerable acumen Israeli
leaders exhibited in effecting a “conservative turn” and backing Jackson-
Vanik without publicly appearing to do so, our study shows that this 
important historical development owes much to Israel’s own doing.

Lessons

The story of U.S.-Israeli relations in the Nixon years offers rich lessons for
students in four fields: American history, Israeli history, American-Israeli
relations, and foreign policy-making and international affairs.

For students of American history and politics, the pattern revealed in
Nixon’s Israeli policy serves as an important corrective to the current lit-
erature’s tendency to treat the Nixon administration’s Vietnam policy and
Middle Eastern policy separately. The evidence illustrates the degree to
which Vietnam concerns informed the president’s Middle Eastern policy
decisions. For example, Nixon’s ambivalent reaction to Israel’s aerial
bombings of the Egyptian heartland during the War of Attrition echoed
his Vietnam conduct. In both policy contexts, he was arguably torn be-
tween his instinct for brinkmanship and his awareness that the climate of
opinion at home placed limits on military adventurism.33 More impor-
tantly, Nixon’s initial consideration of trading Israeli concessions for So-
viet assistance in Vietnam stemmed in part from his perception of Israel
as being under the sway of perceived domestic enemies—Democrat, Amer-
ican Jewish “weak reeds” on Vietnam. As we have seen, the Meir gov-
ernment’s outspoken support of Nixon’s Vietnam policy played a crucial
role in assuaging this suspicion and deepening Nixon’s commitment to Is-
rael. Thus, far from being distinct policy domains, Vietnam and the Mid-
dle East were, in the early 1970s, closely linked.

Similarly, for students of Israeli history and politics, the book’s find-
ings demonstrate that the American-Israeli relationship, so crucial for Is-
rael, can be significantly affected by Israeli policy choices outside the Middle
East. Golda Meir and Yitzhak Rabin’s decision to break away from earlier
Israeli ambiguity and declare Israel’s support for Nixon’s Vietnam stand
was deliberately designed to curry favor with Nixon, and worked. Also,
the study takes issue with the common hypothesis that Israel’s leaders have
been so Israelo-centric and obsessed with security objectives as to pay mere
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lip service to the ideal of Jewish solidarity. Jerusalem’s Jackson-Vanik record
illustrates exactly the opposite: ostensible caution that camouflages an as-
sertive intervention deemed crucial for salvaging a community in trouble,
an intervention counter to an American president’s explicit demands. The
study thus corroborates the view that the lot of Jewish communities in dis-
tress can weigh quite heavily on at least some Israeli policy-makers.34

For students of American-Israeli relations, our study shows that the
origins of the “special relationship” are multifaceted, and in some respects
different from those most often pointed to by scholars. Three distinct ap-
proaches to the roots of the special relationship stand out in the litera-
ture.35 The first, and the dominant one as far as Nixon’s case is concerned,
ascribes primacy to the perception of strategic partnership and mutual in-
terests.36 Our examination of the evidence suggests that in Nixon’s case,
this constituted a necessary yet insufficient factor. Nixon’s perception of
Israel as a strategic asset, following the Black September episode, began
to trigger a shift in his policy toward Israel, but it proved inadequate in
itself to generate a comprehensive and enduring commitment. The second
approach stresses intangible bases of affinity—such as guilt feelings about
American inaction during the Holocaust, a natural affinity between
democracies, American mistrust of the Arabs, and a sense of mutual
Judeo-Christian cultural origins.37 Nixon, however, appears not to have
been primarily driven by this motive.

The third approach, skillful practice of interest-group politics by Is-
rael and her American Jewish champions, merits close attention, not least
because the argument has recently been advanced in controversial fashion
by political scientists John J. Mearsheimer and Stephen M. Walt, who
argue that Israel and the American Jewish leadership have orchestrated a
relentless and well-coordinated campaign designed to tilt American pol-
icy in Israel’s favor.38 With regard to the Nixon years, the emerging pic-
ture runs counter to this argument in one key respect. Israel indeed made
several policy choices that importantly altered Nixon’s image of Israel.
However, Israel adopted these policies not in concert with American Jews
but despite American Jewish disapproval.

In terms of the process involved, Rabin was too much a product of
the classical Zionist negation of the Diaspora to cooperate with American
Jewish establishment organs. He clashed frequently with the American Is-
rael Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) and preferred to blaze his own
paths of access to the White House.39 In practical terms, Meir’s late-1969
decision to announce Israel’s support for Nixon’s Vietnam policy created
noticeable fissures in Israeli-American Jewish relations. From the Israeli
perspective, the disproportionate American Jewish participation in the an-
tiwar movement amounted to a selfish exercise in moral purity oblivious
to the injurious consequences of the movement to Israel’s security and even,
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in the long run, its very survival.40 For their part, a significant number of
American Jews resented what they regarded as unwarranted intrusion in
American domestic affairs, at one of the most sensitive moments in the
course of the heated domestic debate about the war.41 Rabbi Arthur
Hertzberg was agitated enough to ask Meir publicly not to place him in the
impossible position of having to choose between Israel and the younger
American Jewish generation, for, in that case, he would have to choose his
“children”.42 Probably even more unwelcome to American Jews was
Rabin’s virtual endorsement of Nixon during the 1972 presidential race.
They resented the Israeli “instruction” as condescending and viewed
Rabin’s motion as undercutting American Jewry in the most sensitive area
imaginable—the paramount objective not to be vulnerable to charges of
double loyalty.43 Most analysts of the 1972 elections agree that Nixon
more than doubled his 1968 share of the Jewish vote chiefly because of
McGovern’s sloppy campaigning and American Jewish identification with
Nixon’s domestic agenda. American Jewish approval of his Israeli policy
also played a part, but Rabin’s prodding made little difference, if any.44

The consolidation of the special relationship was, of course, related
to a growing Israeli bond with the conservative and neoconservative forces
in American society. Several studies identify the 1977 rise of the right to
power in Israel as the critical event in the emergence of this bond.45 The
evidence presented in this book suggests that the convergence of perspec-
tives between the Israeli political elite and American conservatives began
earlier, around a hawkish stand on Vietnam, a commitment to Soviet Jew-
ish emigration, and a more general distrust of the Soviet Union.

For students of foreign policy-making and international history 
more generally, this study provides relevant insights on a number of
perennial issues.

First, Israel’s choice to support Nixon on Vietnam demonstrates that
even a regional “client state” cannot confine its foreign policy horizons to
its region, but rather, must keep an eye on the global context and on the
nonregional preoccupations of its patron.

Second, the Israeli-U.S. relationship between 1971 and 1973 illus-
trates the risks associated with too close a convergence of outlooks;
namely, a climate of horizontal “groupthink” across borders, a phenom-
enon generally overlooked in the literature.46 The partnership that devel-
oped between the few American and Israeli policy-makers who conducted
the relationship grew too intimate in the pre-October War period, pro-
ducing a climate of conformity conducive to a mutual reinforcement of
error and contributing to the failure of policy-makers in both countries to
perceive developments of considerable consequence. To be sure, whether
a more conciliatory American and Israeli policy line could have prevented
the 1973 war is a matter of speculation and dispute, and will remain so
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at least until the declassification of relevant Egyptian records,47 but we
can safely conclude that the blind led the blind regarding the possible out-
break of the war48 and the eruption of the oil crisis.49

Third, Kissinger’s failure in the Soviet Jewish emigration context il-
lustrates many of the well-known dilemmas faced by statesmen: the per-
ils of euphoria, excessive secrecy, and overcentralization after an extended
period in office; and the risk of cognitive closure entailed in overadherence
to realist premises. Kissinger’s conduct was hampered in part by his slow
appreciation of the degree to which presumed matters of “low politics,”
such as Soviet Jewish emigration, might undermine such a grand design,
“high-politics” construct as détente.

Fourth, Nixon and Kissinger’s Soviet Jewish emigration policy, and
détente more generally, illustrate a most difficult challenge for policy-
makers engaged in conflict reduction efforts: how to reconcile the expec-
tations of one’s domestic audience and those of erstwhile rivals. Recurrent
and often consequential, this challenge merits some elaboration here.

Let us turn first to the intricate calibration task inherent in inducing
one’s rival into a viable modus vivendi, without having the rival’s expec-
tations spiral out of control. The study shows that Nixon and Kissinger
pledged MFN status to the Soviets in 1972 without taking adequate ac-
count of possible congressional opposition. Later, Kissinger proved par-
ticularly slow to communicate the seriousness of the legislative obstacle to
Moscow, partly because of his Realist convictions, partly because of
hubris, and partly because he was so wedded to détente as to be trapped
in wishful thinking that Jackson-Vanik would not come to pass.50 Re-
cently declassified documents reveal that in the Chinese context as well,
both Nixon and Kissinger fell victim to the temptation of breaking the ice
by making grand promises in advance. During his first, confidential meet-
ing with Chinese foreign minister Zhou Enlai, Kissinger surprised his op-
posite number by hinting that the United States would in future be
amenable to a return of Taiwan to Chinese Communist control. Largely
because of residual backing for the Republic of China in the American
body politic, the Nixon-Kissinger and Ford-Kissinger teams never made
good on this promise, and the Chinese disappointment at Nixon and
Kissinger’s failure to deliver figured in the slowing of American-Chinese
rapprochement between 1973 and 1976.51 Both the Soviet Jewish emi-
gration and the Taiwan cases underscore the perils involved in trying to
soften up a rival: offering carrots may be crucial for turning a rival into a
partner in conflict reduction, but the very “can-do” mentality that en-
ables such inducements implies inattention to the obstacles ahead and can
lead, over the longer term, to considerable exasperation for the partner.

This brings us to the management of domestic expectations. In his
voluminous postmortem assessments of détente, Kissinger has consistently
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rejected the charge that détente was oversold to the American public—
or, at least, that he should be held accountable for any overselling. Time
and again, his writings refer, as proof, to the annual reports to Congress
drafted by his NSC staff and himself, which, he argues, cautioned against
the expectation that détente would bring about a mellowing of Soviet ide-
ological convictions. For him, drama-seeking reporters were to blame for
the fact that these reports did not influence public opinion.52

Newly declassified records lend some credence to Kissinger’s view-
point. Showing that Kissinger knew he was “no expert on what might be
sold to the American public,”53 the evidence shifts the principal blame to
the president, who failed to act on his own premonition on the eve of the
1972 Moscow summit that public embellishment of détente could lead to
inflated expectations at home:54 On the last day of the summit, Nixon
signed the Basic Principles agreement, which emphasized the imperative
of conducting mutual relations on the basis of peaceful coexistence, and
then, during the following months, proceeded to brand détente as herald-
ing a full “generation of peace.”55

Most importantly, in addition to shifting the focus to Nixon, the new
evidence confirms the predominant scholarly judgment that these actions
helped to create a set of expectations, both in Moscow and the United
States, which undermined détente later on.56 When the Soviets accused
Nixon and Kissinger of unilateral diplomacy in the aftermath of the 1973
war, they fortified their case by contending that American conduct vio-
lated the letter and sprit of the Basic Principles agreement. American uni-
lateralism in the Middle East, some scholars argue, invited Soviet
unilateralism in Southeast Asia and greater adventurism elsewhere.57 And
Nixon’s exalted rhetoric paved the way for a domestic backlash in 1974,
including passage of Jackson-Vanik, when the Soviets seemed not to live
up to Nixon’s public vision.

The question remains, why Nixon did not make a determined effort to
keep the lid on expectations. Most scholars agree that the president signed
the Basic Principles agreement hastily. Dismissing the agreement as in-
significant, he underrated the importance Moscow accorded to it as a
token of equal status58 and failed to anticipate that the agreement would
later on turn into a weapon in the hands of opponents at home.59 As for
playing détente up as ushering a more peaceful era in international rela-
tions, Nixon succumbed to the temptation of scoring easy electoral points
as the 1972 elections approached.60 The temptation to employ grand rhet-
oric grew for Nixon because of the combination of pressing electoral need
and an agonizing war effort that tore at the fiber of the American body
politic: as in other policy spheres, we must turn to the affect of Nixon’s pre-
occupation with Vietnam as a key explanation of Nixon’s choices. Merely
a month before the summit, Nixon misinterpreted the North Vietnamese
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attack on the South as part and parcel of a global Soviet test of American
resolve.61 He ordered the military to launch fierce retributions, knowing
full well that this response might derail the summit.62 He remained ob-
sessed with Vietnam right up to the summit.63 There are some evidentiary
clues indicating that on the very eve of elections, when the North Viet-
namese seemed far more amenable to negotiations than before, Nixon’s
anxiety about Vietnam turned into self-satisfaction. He now believed that
his application of military and diplomatic (through the Soviets) pressure on
the North Vietnamese had paid off. He found special vindictive pleasure
in positing himself as the harbinger of peace and thus stealing the thunder
of his liberal rivals at home.64 Ultimately, then, an important unifying
theme of this study is that Nixon’s preoccupation with Vietnam was the
key determinant of his Soviet, Israel, and domestic policies.

Finally and most generally, this book offers a fifth lesson regarding the
very nature of policy-making. The illumination of nonstrategic dimen-
sions of the American-Israeli dynamic during the Nixon years provides a
degree of support for recent developments in the fields of both interna-
tional history and international relations, including a certain “ideational
turn” and a growing acknowledgment of the impact of emotions on pol-
icy-making.65 As historian Jeremi Suri writes, the distinction between do-
mestic and foreign politics is largely artificial.66 For Nixon, Meir, and
Kissinger, the domestic and the foreign intertwined inseparably to form
their policy-making environment; moreover, their emotional dispositions
and fundamental ideological convictions put blinders on them, shaping
the American-Israeli relationship in critical ways.67 Nixon’s Israel poli-
cies were significantly affected by his self-perception as the voice of the
“silent majority,” laid low by petty foes who could not appreciate his
grand designs. It wasn’t until he was convinced that Israel was not under
the sway of American Jews and his other perceived domestic enemies that
the “special relationship” could come into its own.68 Meir’s deep devotion
to the Soviet Jewish cause blinded her to the probability that public pres-
sure on the Soviet Union might backfire. And Kissinger’s deep commit-
ment to averting American decline and nuclear catastrophe, as well as
weaning the United States from a pattern of swinging between crusading
overextensions and defiant isolationism,69 hindered his ability to grasp
that, by late 1973, Americans and Israelis alike came to prefer what they
perceived as a morally unambiguous, values-based foreign policy over dé-
tente. Our study has shown how both the leaders and the led formulate
their foreign policy preferences not only on the basis of straightforward
cost-benefit analysis, but also in accordance with their understanding of
their country’s fundamental raison d’être.
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