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Prepare to Read
 

Background Knowledge
Discuss how many Americans felt 
about the Cold War policy of contain-
ing communism after the Vietnam 
War. Have students predict how the 
Cold War policy of the United States 
might change after the Vietnam War.

Set a Purpose
� WITNESS HISTORY Read the selec-

tion aloud, or play the audio.

 

Witness History Audio CD, 
A New Era Begins

Ask What did Dulles want to show 
Zhou Enlai by not shaking his 
hand at Geneva? (that the United 
States did not approve of the commu-
nist regime in China) What did Nixon 
want to show by extending his 
hand to Zhou? (that the United States 
had a new approach toward China)

� Focus Point out the Section Focus 
Question, and write it on the board. 
Tell students to refer to this ques-
tion as they read. (Answer appears 
with Section 5 Assessment answers.)

� Preview Have students preview 
the Section Objectives and the list of 
Terms and People.

�  
 

Using the Paragraph 
Shrinking strategy (TE, p. T20), 
have students read this section. As 
they read, have students describe 
how Nixon dealt with China and the 
Soviet Union. Reading and Note 
Taking Study Guide

L3

L3

Use the information below and the following resource to teach students the high-use word 
from this section. Teaching Resources, Vocabulary Builder, p. 11

High-Use Word Definition and Sample Sentence
 

pragmatic adj. practical; having to do with real actions and results rather than ideas and 
theories
President Roosevelt’s pragmatic approach to unemployment helped put many 
Americans back to work.

Objectives
As you teach this section, keep students 
focused on the following objectives to help 
them answer the Section Focus Question and 
master core content.

• Explain the thinking behind Richard 
Nixon’s foreign policy.

• Define Nixon’s foreign policy toward 
China and the Soviet Union.
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Nixon and the Cold War
Objectives
• Explain the thinking behind Richard Nixon’s 

foreign policy.

• Define Nixon’s foreign policy toward China 
and the Soviet Union.

Terms and People
Henry Kissinger
realpolitik
Zhou Enlai

Strategic Arms 
Limitation Treaty

détente

 

Reading Skill: Categorize As you read, 
describe Nixon’s Cold War foreign policies in 
dealing with China and the Soviet Union.

Why It Matters As a presidential candidate, Richard Nixon had
promised to end U.S. military involvement in the Vietnam War.
Recognizing the potency of Soviet power and the increasing unwilling-
ness of many Americans to pay the costs of containing communism
everywhere, Nixon developed a new approach to the Cold War. His bold
program redefined America’s relations with the two titans of global com-
munism, China and the Soviet Union. Section Focus Question: How did
Richard Nixon change Cold War diplomacy during his presidency?

Nixon Redefines American Foreign Policy
During his years in office, Richard Nixon fundamentally reshaped

the way the United States approached the world. Before Nixon took
office, most American leaders shared a common Cold War ideology.
They stressed that there existed a basic conflict between democratic,
capitalist countries and totalitarian, communist ones. They divided
the world into “us” and “them,” and they established policies based on
an assumption commonly held that “the enemy of my enemy is my
friend.” Therefore, a country opposed to communism was, by this
definition, a friend of the United States. Nixon and Henry Kissinger,
his leading adviser on national security and international affairs,
altered this Cold War policy approach.

At first glance, Richard Nixon’s partnership with Henry Kissinger
seemed improbable. Nixon was a conservative California Republican,
suspicious of the more liberal East Coast Republicans and exhausted
with the political and strategic theories of Ivy League intellectuals.
Kissinger was a Harvard-educated Jewish émigré from Germany and

� Nixon and Zhou shake hands in China in 1972.

A New Era Begins
When Richard Nixon visited the People’s Republic 
of China in February of 1972, Premier Zhou Enlai 
greeted the President as he landed in Beijing. Once 
on the wind-swept tarmac, Nixon walked toward his 
host with his arm outstretched. Recalling John Foster 
Dulles’s refusal to shake Zhou’s hand at the Geneva 
Conference in 1954, Nixon made certain not to 
repeat the insult to the Chinese leader. Nixon remem-
bered the occasion in his memoir:

“When I reached the bottom step, therefore, I made 
a point of extending my hand as I walked toward 
him. When our hands met, one era ended and 
another began.”

—Richard Nixon

China

• Normalization of relations
   will drive wedge between
   China and Soviet Union.
•
•

Nixon’s Cold War Policies

Soviet Union

• Diplomacy with China will
   create Soviet fear of
   isolation.
•
•

Chinese and American flags � 
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L3

Teach
 

Nixon Redefines 
American Foreign 
Policy

Instruct
� Introduce: Key Term Ask stu-

dents to find the key term realpoli-
tik (in bold) in the text. Then, write 
the term on the board, say it aloud, 
have students say it with you, and 
provide the definition. Explain that 
in approaching China and the Soviet 
Union, Nixon applied realpolitik, 
turning away from abstract ideas 
and using concrete actions to change 
U.S. relations with these communist 
nations.

� Teach Ask What basic Cold War 
assumption did Nixon and 
Kissinger question? (that there 
was a worldwide communist move-
ment) How did their rejection of 
this idea change U.S. foreign 
policy? (It opened the way to 
approaching and dealing with com-
munist countries individually.)

� Quick Activity Have students 
read the HISTORY MAKERS biogra-
phy of Henry Kissinger and identify 
any additional information about 
Kissinger that helps them better 
understand his contribution to shap-
ing foreign policy under Nixon.

Independent Practice
Have students create Venn diagrams 
to compare and contrast Nixon and 
Kissinger. Students should list similar-
ities and differences between the two 
men in the diagrams and then use them 
to write brief paragraphs explaining 
why the two men worked so well 
together in shaping U.S. foreign policy.

Monitor Progress
As students fill in their tables, circu-
late to make sure that they understand 
Nixon’s strategies toward China and 
the Soviet Union. For a completed ver-
sion of the table, see Note Taking 
Transparencies, B-137.

Answer

 

They turned away from abstract ideas 
and old biases and took a pragmatic 
approach to foreign affairs that allowed 
them to see the world with fresh eyes.

L1
 

Special Needs Students L2
 

English Language Learners L2
 

Less Proficient Readers

To help students master vocabulary, have them list this 
section’s key terms and people. Suggest that students 
include additional terms and people from the section 
that may be new to them, such as potency, 
liberal, conservative, intellectual, orthodoxy, Mao 
Zedong, and so on. Then, have students create flash-

cards with the term on one side and its definition (or, 
in the case of a key person, an identifying statement) 
on the other. For English Language Learners, you may 
wish to have students add explanations in their first 
language to the flashcards. Pair students and have 
them use the flashcards to quiz each other.

a prominent figure in East Coast intellectual circles. In several prior presidential
campaigns, Kissinger had actually worked against Nixon. However, both men were
outsiders, equipped with an outsider’s readiness to question accepted orthodoxy.

In foreign affairs, Nixon and Kissinger embraced the idea of realpolitik, a
German word meaning “real politics.” According to realpolitik, political goals
should be defined by concrete national interests instead of abstract ideologies.
The two statesmen argued that if Americans would put aside their Cold War
biases and look at the world with fresh eyes, U.S. global interests could be sur-
veyed not in black and white but in shades of gray. For example, China and the
Soviet Union—America’s ideological enemies—could actually become excellent
trading partners. At the same time, West Germany and Japan—America’s ideo-
logical friends—were fast developing into economic rivals.

Nixon and Kissinger also questioned some lingering Cold War assumptions.
For instance, they concluded that there was no united worldwide communist
movement, as Lyndon Johnson and other Presidents had believed. There were
important differences between the unique ideologies of the Soviet Union and
China and other communist countries, such as Yugoslavia, North Korea, and
North Vietnam, which often behaved quite independently. As President, Nixon
insisted on a flexible, pragmatic foreign policy that avoided ideological absolutes.

 

How did Nixon and Kissinger reshape America’s approach to 
foreign affairs?

Playing the China Card
From his first days in office, Nixon seemed determined to leave his mark on the

nation’s international affairs. Lyndon Johnson focused primarily on domestic
affairs—the nuts and bolts of legislation and political deal-making. Nixon was
more a man of the world, fascinated by global politics and shifting alliances.
Johnson believed his Great Society would solidify his reputation as a great
President. In stark contrast, Nixon thought his reorien-
tation of American foreign policy would cement his
legacy in the annals of United States history.

Reasons for Reaching Out to China “You’re not
going to believe this,” a Nixon aide told a journalist in
1969, “but Nixon wants to recognize China.” It was an
odd, almost unbelievable, statement. At the time, the
communist People’s Republic of China was the most
populous country in the world, but it was not officially
recognized by the United States. Nor had it been admit-
ted to the United Nations. The China that the United
States recognized as the official representative body of
the Chinese people was the Nationalist Chinese gov-
ernment exiled on the island of Taiwan. Nixon built his
impressive career as a hard-line “Cold Warrior,” a vigi-
lant opponent of communism. He was the last politician
Americans could imagine to extend the olive branch of
recognition—and thus peace—to the communists.

Ever the political realist, Nixon knew that the People’s
Republic of China could not be ignored forever. He recog-
nized that establishing diplomatic relations with the
Chinese communists would benefit the United States.
From an economic standpoint, improved relations would

Henry Kissinger (b. 1923)
Born in Germany, Henry Kissinger came to the United States in 
1938 when his family decided to flee the Nazis’ growing 
persecution of Jews. After serving in the United States Army 
during World War II, he went to college. A brilliant student, 
Kissinger earned his bachelor’s degree with highest honors and 
gained a Ph.D. at Harvard in just four years. Kissinger became a 
noted expert on national security and 
defense issues and soon impressed 
Richard Nixon with his foreign-policy 
analysis. When Nixon became 
President, he named Kissinger as 
his top national security adviser. 
The two worked closely together 
to end the Vietnam War, open 
relations with communist China, 
and shape the new diplomacy of 
détente with the Soviet Union. 
Nixon eventually named Kissinger 
his Secretary of State in 1973.

Vocabulary Builder
pragmatic–(prag MAT ihk) adj. 
practical; having to do with real 
actions and results rather than 
ideas and theories
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L3

Playing the China Card/
Détente With the Soviet 
Union

Instruct
� Introduce: Key Term Ask stu-

dents to find the key term détente 
(in bold) in the text. Explain that the 
term comes from French and means 
“calm” or “relaxation.” Ask How 
does the meaning of the word in 
French connect to Nixon’s new 
Cold War strategies? (An aim of 
Nixon’s policies was the relaxation of 
tensions between the United States 
and old Cold War adversaries.)

� Teach Using the Think-Write-Pair-
Share strategy (TE, p. T23), have 
students analyze the outcome of 
changes in U.S. policy toward China 
and the Soviet Union. Ask What 
were the concrete results of 
Nixon’s visits to China and the 
Soviet Union? (normalization of 
relations with China and trade; the 
signing of SALT I with the Soviet 
Union) Ask students to predict how 
Nixon’s new foreign policy toward 
China and the Soviet Union helped 
bring the world closer to ending the 
Cold War.

� Analyzing the Visuals Ask stu-
dents to examine the photographs 
on this and the next page. Discuss 
how these images show the renewed 
U.S. relationships with China and 
the Soviet Union.

Independent Practice
� To increase understanding of 

Nixon’s visit to China, have students 
read and complete History Comics: 
Nixon Goes to China. Teaching 
Resources, p. 24

� Have students review the Primary 
Source quotation on this page and 
list other areas in which the Soviet 
Union and the United States agreed 
to work together.

Monitor Progress
Circulate to make sure that students 
understand the reasons why Nixon 
worked to restore the U.S. relationship 
with China and the Soviet Union and 
how Nixon’s efforts helped bring the 
world closer to ending the Cold War.

Answer

 

for trade agreements; to create more 
tension between China and the Soviet 
Union; for help persuading North Viet-
nam to accept a peace agreement

L4
 

Advanced Readers L4
 

Gifted and Talented Students

Tell students that Mao’s regime gave the first public 
sign of improved relations between the People’s 
Republic of China and the United States when it 
invited the U.S. Ping-Pong team to visit China. The 
team toured the Great Wall and the Summer Palace 
and played exhibition games against their host. The 

trip became known as Ping-Pong Diplomacy. Have 
students use the example of Ping-Pong Diplomacy as 
a springboard to write an essay about how sports 
and other human interests bring people of different 
cultures together and help them understand one 
another better.

Ping-Pong Diplomacy
Nine American table-tennis players 
journeyed to China in 1971 to play 
matches against Chinese competitors. 
Americans commemorated the 
event with special ping-pong paddles 
fashioned after Nixon and Chinese 
leader Mao Zedong.

bring significant trade agreements, especially benefiting California and the
Pacific Coast. Politically, U.S. normalization would drive a wedge between
China and the Soviet Union, who had strayed from their traditional alliance
and become rivals for territory and diplomatic influence. Finally, if the United
States forged stronger relations with the Chinese, they might pressure North
Vietnam to accept a negotiated peace to end the conflict still raging at the time.

Nixon Normalizes Relations With China With so much to gain and so
little to lose, Nixon quietly pushed ahead with his plans. In public, the Chi-
nese made symbolic overtures toward a meeting. In April 1971, China
invited an American table-tennis team to play against its athletes. This
small action demonstrated China’s willingness to talk. Henry Kissinger
worked behind the scenes, talking with Chinese leaders and ironing out
sensitive issues with Premier Zhou Enlai. Then, in July 1971, Nixon
announced that he would make an official state visit to China.

In February 1972, the President made the trip and toured the Great Wall,
the Imperial Palace, and other historic sites. Nixon sat down for lengthy talks
with Zhou Enlai and Communist Party Chairman Mao Zedong. He even
learned enough Chinese to make a toast in the language of his host country.
The visit was a great success and an important step toward normalizing dip-
lomatic relations with China. The following year, American tourists started
visiting and American companies set up a thriving trade with China. Nixon’s
China trip was the high point of his presidency. It bridged, as Zhou Enlai said,
“the vastest ocean in the world, twenty-five years of no communication.” In
1979, the United States and China established full diplomatic relations.

 

Why did Nixon reach out to China?

Détente With the Soviet Union
Nixon’s trip to the People’s Republic of China prompted an immediate

reaction from the Soviet Union, which had strained relations with both countries.
Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev feared that improved U.S.-Chinese relations would
isolate Russia. Therefore, he invited Nixon to visit Moscow. Nixon made the trip in
May 1972. Afterward, the President reported to Congress that he and Brezhnev
had reached agreements in a wide variety of areas:

 

“Recognizing the responsibility of the advanced indus-
trial nations to set an example in combating mankind’s common enemies, the United 
States and the Soviet Union have agreed to cooperate in efforts to reduce pollution and 
enhance environmental quality. We have agreed to work together in the . . . conquest 
of cancer and heart disease.”

—Richard Nixon, speech to Congress, June 1, 1972

Nixon also announced plans to conduct a joint U.S.-Soviet space mission.
However, by far the high point of the summit was the signing of the first

Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty. Otherwise known as SALT I, the treaty froze
the deployment of intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and placed limits
on antiballistic missiles (ABMs), but it did not alter the stockpiling of the more
dangerous multiple independent reentry vehicles (MIRVs). SALT I did not end
the arms race between the United States and the Soviet Union. But it was a
giant step toward that goal.

The importance of SALT I stemmed first and foremost from U.S. and Soviet
efforts to reduce tensions between them. A policy aimed at easing Cold War ten-
sions, détente had replaced previous diplomatic efforts based on suspicion and
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Assess and Reteach
 

Assess Progress
� Have students complete the Section 

Assessment.

� Administer the Section Quiz. 
Teaching Resources, p. 29

� To further assess student under-
standing, use Progress Monitoring 
Transparencies, 133.

Reteach
If students need more instruction, 
have them read the section summary.

Reading and Note Taking 
Study Guide

Adapted Reading and 
Note Taking Study Guide

Spanish Reading and 
Note Taking Study Guide

Extend
Since 1949, the People’s Republic of 
China has considered Taiwan a “rebel 
province” that must be reunited with 
the parent country. Have students 
research the current state of relations 
between China and Taiwan. Then, 
have them present their findings in the 
form of a political cartoon.

Answer

 

It reduced tensions between the United 
States and the Soviet Union.

Section 5 Assessment
 

1. Sentences should reflect an understand-
ing of each item listed.

2. Nixon worked to reduce tensions 
between the United States and China 
and the Soviet Union by normalizing 
relations with China and signing various 
agreements with the Soviet Union, 
including SALT I.

3. Students should support their main 
points with evidence from the text.

4. Nixon’s policy toward China was based 
on concrete results rather than abstract 
ideas; although he was an ardent Cold 
Warrior, he appreciated the practical rea-
sons for reaching out to China.

5. Détente helped ease Cold War tensions 
and reduced the nuclear threat from the 
Soviet Union.

6. Possible response: Yes; Nixon took the 
first positive steps toward changing the 
old ways of thinking and setting goals 
that had in mind the security and wel-
fare of the United States.

For additional assessment, have students 
access Progress Monitoring Online at 
Web Code nea-1611.

L3

L3

L2L1

L2

L4

55SECTION

Assessment

distrust. With his visits to China and the Soviet Union, coming within six
months of each other, Richard Nixon dramatically altered America’s global
strategy. He relaxed the nation’s inflexible stance toward communism and
applied a more pragmatic approach to foreign policy. In the short term, the new
relationships he forged helped the United States to end the Vietnam War. In the
long term, Nixon’s foreign-policy breakthroughs moved the world a step closer
to the end of the Cold War.

 

How did SALT I support Nixon’s new policy for dealing with 
the Soviet Union?

Progress Monitoring Online
For: Self-test with vocabulary practice
Web Code: nea-1611

Comprehension
1. Terms and People For each item 

below, write a sentence explaining its 
significance.
• Henry Kissinger
• realpolitik
• Zhou Enlai
• détente

 

2. Reading Skill: 
Categorize Use your table to answer 
the Section Focus Question: How did 
Richard Nixon change Cold War 
diplomacy during his presidency?

Writing About History
3. Quick Write: Write the Essay 

Body Choose a topic from the section 
on which you might write a persuasive 
essay. For example, you might discuss 
whether Nixon was a better Cold War 
President than his predecessors. Write 
the body of your essay, using a list of 
points you have made to guide you. 
Remember to open and close the body 
of the essay with strong arguments.

Critical Thinking
4. Apply Information How did Nixon’s 

policy toward China reflect the 
philosophy of realpolitik?

5. Draw Conclusions Why did Nixon 
and Kissinger believe détente was a 
beneficial foreign policy?

6. Predict Consequences Did Richard 
Nixon position the United States to win 
the Cold War? Why or why not?

Nuclear Arms Treaty
As Leonid Brezhnev (seated, right) 
looks on, President Nixon signs the 
SALT I treaty during his historic visit 
to Moscow.
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