
Digital Archive
International History Declassified

digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org

February 3, 1969
Memorandum for the President [Richard Nixon] from

Henry A. Kissinger, 'The Middle East--Some Policy
Considerations'

Citation:

"Memorandum for the President [Richard Nixon] from Henry A. Kissinger, 'The Middle
East--Some Policy Considerations'", February 3, 1969, Wilson Center Digital Archive,
"From the Six Day War to Yom Kipper: Selected US Documents on the Arab-Israeli
Conflict, 1969-1973," a briefing book prepared for the international workshop, "New
Evidence on the Arab-Israeli Conflict" (Wilson Center, June 11, 2007).
https://wilson-center-digital-archive.dvincitest.com/document/209823

Summary:

Kissinger provides Nixon with an overview of achieving a general political settlement in
the Arab-Israeli conflict, and different international frameworks for this goal.

Original Language:

English

Contents:

Original Scan

digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org


"1- ,.,,... DECLASSIFIED , 

Authority t;o, /tC/5.g 1 c:.- {; f e 
By _i:foAM Dateo1/ZJ/tJ ~.. , i _

1 

THE WHITE HOUSE v ~1~ ~{',~. 
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NSC Files, Box H-020. 

, MEMORANDUM 
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MEMORANDUM FOR THE PRESIDENT 

FROM: Henry A. Kissinger ft< 

Monday, February 3, 1969 

0EcLAss1F1ED/RELEASED oN :I /to I ov 
'Jy NARA on the recommendation of the NSC 

mder provisions of E.O. 12958. ~K 

SUBJECT: The Middle East--Some Policy Considerations 

The policy recommended to you at Saturday's NSC meeting contained 

two elements: {l) responding quickly to the French proposal for a four­

power meeting and {2) pressing Israel toward a general political settlement. 

Since these are both complex issues, you should have an opportunity, 

before deciding, to see where each of these decisions would take you. 

The French note delivered January 16 (attached) suggested that the 

UN representatives of France, Britain, the USSR and US meet to discuss 

how to contribute to peace in the Middle East. The only specific agenda 

item suggested was the Soviet peace plan (contained in the December 30 note 

to us). 

De Gaulle has long pressed for a four-power group, presumably to 
enhance France 1 s influence. Ambassador Shriver assumes he would prefer 

a grandiose scheme which might operate independently of the UN and work 

toward an imposed settlement. However, French diplomats for the moment 

say they are thinking only of an ad hoc group and would expect to keep 

Jarring and U Thant fully informed. 

The implications of our responding positively are: (l) This would be 

the :first step in committing ourselves to a more active diplomatic effort. 
(2) It would commit us--though not exclusively--fo a forurn which everyone 
recognizes would have serious pitfalls for us. 

The chances are that we shall decide to pursue a general political 

settlement more actively. But before you do, you should know that there is 

some opposition to this course, and you should have in advance a very clear 

picture of its costs. Secretary Laird hinted at this opposition Saturday but 

did not push it. On the Review Group, however, the Defense Department 

civilian representative urged a much more limited scheme than that advanced 
by State. 

I. Arguments for and against seeking a general settlement now 

Most of our experts believe that the Near Eastern governments, in 

the present atmosphere of mounting violence, will never by themselves be 

able to achieve a settlement. Without hope of a political way out, they can 
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only prepare for the next military round. In Israel, pressures will 

increase to deploy strategic missiles and nuclear weapons. Arab ter­

rorism will gain increasing support, and moderate Arab governments -­

our friends -- will find it more and more difficult to follow a middle-of­

the-road and pro-Western course. They believe that King Hussein will 

be unable to settle with Israel unless Nasser settles at the same time. 

However, those who argue against trying now for a general settlement 

(one including the UAR, Jordan, Israel) make these points: 

1. A general settlement is just not in the cards now because Nasser 

will not be able to commit himself to the kind of peace Israel demands. 

2. Therefore, we should not waste our political capital trying to 

achieve the impossible. 

3. We should instead concentrate on steps that could at the least 

help confine the Arab-Israeli conflict and at be st be a start toward a 

;broader settlement. We Should stop trying t~ ~&.1E.!_"!:~L£,.wi.£gypt-­

/to~h,e;i: .. .ap...d concentrate (a) on persua§ng lll'~~J.».Q.t"io depl:;i;.,a;txq..t,~&;_ 

{

1 
mi~~~es ... ~!1~~2.~tf:i ..:_ which would increase the likelihood of 

Soviet intervention which would challenge us -- and (b) o_n enc,?.~!..'.:~}~&~,,.,.,... 

an Israel-Jordan settlement. 
,,,,..~-,..,...,. .... "1:">'"0>'"'--,;<.':":",......v.:r,"=.'r.=r.:, ................ =,..,.._.,.~~.,-_...,.,.., •. _.,. .. ,, .. "C,~ ......... ,,;,..._,_.,_,_ 

·r 4. We should particularly concentrate on ll.l...e .. :";::,S_q:yie.t.a.rx.ange-

:n;~t~. W:hich cou_ld slo~~.?£!!:.~~n a:tli'ls race and 
serve as a restraining influence on the nations in the area -- at least 

arrangements which would assure U.S. -USSR disengagement if hostilities 

reak out again. 

The issue here is whether by going all out for a general settlement 

which may be impossible now -- we would cripple our ability to contain 

the conflict in the absence of a settlement. State Department believes 

there is enough chance of a general settlement now -- if we can move 

Israel off its demand for a utopian peace and Nasser to conrmit himself in 

the face of radical Arab opposition to end twenty years of war -- to warrant 

trying. But the minority view (the civilian component of Defense) raises 

serious questions that should be c.onsidered before we plunge ahead. At 

the very least, any push for a settlement would cost us heavily in Israel 

and leave our influence diminished for a time. 

..., 
II. Ways of Trying for a General Settlement 

If after considering that argument you believe we should press for 

a general settlement now, you should be aware that there are grave 

reservations about the usefulness of the four-power approach. The main 
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argument for going ahead, as it was presented Saturday, is that we have 

no alternative -- that we are "boxed in. 11 Although the four-power approach 

would not completely exclude a U.S. -Sovid: dialogue, it would place it in 

a difficult context. It is therefore worth looking at the relative advantages 

and dangers of each track. 

A. Four-Power Approach 

1. The~ are: 

a. Since France, the USSR, U Thant, B.rifain and the Arabs 

favor it, we would isolate ourselves if we rejected it. 

i_ .. J b. Since it would involve four of the permanent members 
I of the UN Security Council, it could provide a useful UN umbrella for the 

U.S. -USSR talks which could go on in any case. 

c. It could be a vehicle for bringing the French as well 

as the USSR closer to our position.>:< 

d. It might produce a useful exhortation to the Near Eastern 

governments to respect the cease-fire and give them some hope of progress. 

.,.... 

e, In a broader context it would be desirable for your Admin- ·1··. 

istration not to have its first move on the Middle East or in response to 

de Gaulle be a negative one. 

f. It might also be reassuring if Western Europeans felt we 

were consulting them (although many would not admit that France speaks 

for them). 

In short, it is necessary, manageable'":and has some marginal 

advantages. 

2. The cons are: 

a. Neither France nor Britain has significant leverage in the 

Near East; the U.S. and USSR do. 

b. De Gaulle is riding a popularity wave in the Arab countries 

because of his arms embargo in Israel and his condemnation of Israeli 

policy, and he is unlikely to take any anti-Arab stand. Our association 
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with him would make it harder to mo'le the Israelis and would arouse 

maximum Israeli and Jewish counter-pressures. 

c. The UK is so anxious to get the Suez Canal open that 

it may be more willing to compromise on the essentials of a secure 

settlement than we are. 

d. A four-power forum would be stacked 3-1 against us. 

Moreover, we would be starting the U.S. -USSR dialogue in a forum where 

we would be confronting not only the USSR but two NATO allies as well. 

e. The French note proposed putting the Soviet peace plan 

at the top of the agenda, so unless we successfully resisted that we would 

be ·working from the wrong end of deisrable alternatives. 

f. We say we can keep the proceedings informal, but these 

things have a way of becoming institutionalized, and that could undercut 

the Jarring mission without having enough power to produce compensating 

results. 

g. Finally, if we find ourselves blocking proposals by the 

three other powers, we may end up doing more harm than good to our 

relationship with de Gaulle for the sake of a passing moment of good will. 

The issue is not whether to accept or reject the French proposal 

but to choose among various forms of response, since the one proposes a 

direct affront to de Gaulle. These possibilities are discussed later. 

B. Two-Power Dialogue (U.S. -USSR) 

1. The pros are: 

a. This reflects the power realities in the Middle East, 

and the Russians have assured us that they consider this the primary 

channel, even though they have accepted the four-power proposal. If 

there is to be a general settlement, only the USSR has the necessary 

leverage with Nasser to produce it, and only we come close to having the 

necessary influence with Israel. 

b. Each -0£ us could consult directly with these parties 

while negotiating and yet retain the desirable UN umbrella by turning 

over our product to Jarring. 
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c. It would be easier to position the Middle East on the 

U.S. - USSR agenda -- particularly to establish the linkage to strategic 

arms talks in a two-power context.' ~ 

d. It would also position the Middle East into the whole 

context of East-We st relations with maximum control and linkage to other 

negotiations such as those on force limitations. 

2. The cons are: 

a. It might give the USSR credit for any settlement and 

enhance its position in the area to our detriment, The counters to this 

point are that all the Arabs know only the U.S. can move Israel; that 

settlement which has even a remote chance of Israeli acceptance would 

have enough elements unpalatable to the Arabs so that the Russians 

would not win popularity by pushing it; and that the U.S. can hold its own 

in peaceful competition with the USSR so should be willing to accept passing 

credit to the USSR, if any, for the sake of a settlement that would help us 

more than Moscow. 

b. We have no strong evidence that the Soviets want the kind 

of basic peace settlement we have been seeking. _f..lthough their intent iS 

debatable, th~_J~...§="il~~.taJl.e..,,,a.imj.,EJ~. at a limited ac~,~~~~ii?il to reduce 

~lify of a s~~~P.-~~}h~oii:'e!l~L1ulf2~~.§J}il.eP1~,,"£.£~.~~--"'.'. ...... . 
q~_:.~_· Litti'i'feClaccomn;_odation W?~1;!.l<i..!.~~y~~t1-~~™..e.iil¥sl . .&!i~:Y.:~:11ce s 
for them t<?_:g_§,e in keeping the. Arabs de~:gi..911...thtil:...fill.,pp_Q._;i:.t •.. If the · 

Soviets are not sincere, we risk walking into a propaganda trap. The counters 

to this are that the Soviets are the ones who have persistently pushed this 

dialogue, that they have already moved toward our position and that we 

will never know their real position until we pin them down in negotiation. 

c. Israel will object to our negotiating their fate with anyone, 

though they are likely to react somewhat less sharply to the two-power 

than to the four-power approach. Agreement directly between them and the 

Arabs is fundamental to their position. -- and, they believe, to ours. They 

hold that a lasting settlement cannot result unless the parties themselves 

develop one they can live with. If we went down either the two-power or 

the four-power track, we would have to cope with vociferous Israeli charges 

that our position had weakened, that we had been taken in by Soviet blandish­

ments and that, worst of all, we had undercut their position by compromising 

on the central point in that position. 

III. Where Do We Go From Here? 

A. Four-Power Track 
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If after hearing these arguments, you judged that we are sufficiently 

"boxed into 11 responding positively to the French proposal, you would still 

have two choices: 

1. respond positively with the intent of moving at an early date 

into full-scale ambassadorial talks; or 

2. respond positively but with intent to drag out preliminary 

lower level consultations as long as possible while getting serious U.S. -

USSR talks started. 

I recommend the second course as discussed below. 

Whichever response you choose, you would have several ways 

of playing: 

1. respond in writing and announce here or at State; 

2. respond orally and announce here or at State; 

3. respond either way but just let the news out at State in 

response to a reporter's question, not making any splash of it. 

The advantages of precision and courtesy in a written reply would probably 

outweigh the advantage of de-emphasis in any oral reply. But in light of 

probably Israeli reaction, you might wish to play it in as low key as possible, 

letting the news come out at State or in New Yark. 

B. Two-Power Track 

If you chose to follow the two-power course -- either by itself 
or with the four-power track as an adjunct- .. you would have a choice 

between waiting for the USSR to respond to the U.S. note of January 15 and 

framing our own proposal and taking it to them. The advantage of waiting 

would be to test their seriousness. T4.~_.!e.~.t.!1-.: .. ~....:-~-~~3.Jike..d .. il:!~~--~-<J.-·--· 
c4_~ify some obvious ambiguities in their Decem.ber 30-no.te...----·But·if-we 

are_.:gQii)g~t·9-.;~it;-·wesnourcr-probably find ~F..mL..t.oJe.t. Moscow M..9.:'!Y...~~ 
a_te. .. .aw.aiting.thi~r-·re"ply·;-·TfiEf"'aCivanta-ge-~f taking the initiative would be 

to get our own plan .. on·the table, t~ seize th~ . .P~~2I?Cl-&~B.<i<t.~~:S .. ~~l..Y,,,e and to 
give the Arabs the impression that you,fa-re serious about wanting a just 

settlement. Of course, we must con¥der this in connection with other 

initiatives we plan with Moscow. / 

(_ 
...... ,=,.~ .. ~ ..... ,,.,,,. .. ~.,....... 
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C. The Terms of a Settlement and Our Relationship with Israel 

Whether you choose the four-power or the two-power track as 

our main forum, you should see a specific plan of the kind of settlement 

we would push for. 

The Near East is an area where local passions make chances 

for a reasonable settlement slim. There is danger of our inadvertently 

creating an atmosphere of despair or euphoria where one side or the other 

would harden its position without real cause. 

/
.,·.,~ .It is also true ~a:..:e.,~!5'.3~:!~<:~~,::~s~,~a::=_::Vorke_~~~~!_;.,~~n 
/ y..lla..ve..J.U~t.~~~e,..w.il!::m..the. p.rJJ::l;j.es to rnaE~ ,ffieni wol'K or '6.w~ 

1 , ~~.~!!:,::~.!~..,.c;J?,!!2-.!Y~~~Given Arab-Israeli hostility, the 
f permanence of a settlement will depend at first mainly on the latter. 

We must be sure such a settlement is possible before we begin negotiating. 
If it is not, we might wish to consider leaving Israel where it is. 

Finally, persuading Israel to accept any political arrangement will 

require a combination of pressure and the enticement of sound U.S. or 

international guarantees. ~J.£!..~,_you com::1-i,~.Y.?~.!~~!:f ... ~.?~.~- .. c.()ur se that 

~!lJEY..9lY.!Ll2.r~g,.l§X.~~~-~~_!!~i~_P.!~S.~E!.9ElLJ~~E. .. ~E~~~-~~iJ~-~.§~~----····"····· 
Congressional an4.J?.QP.ula.X-.Qll:PQ.§iti9_n, it is essential that you know whether 

you can"defen:;;r.ruu...p.us.itioniuj;erms of our nationaf'i~t;~~~-t~"-~:f':Pr~vidfog 

g~e --~.£.g;_3::i!Y_J.Q.! .. 1§...~~~J ... e.~~.~~r!_~-~£iEi:gh.~D;,;~;~;~~;iii!;·tji;i5:2£l!~~E-~-- · 
in the area~ Before you can offer any sort of guarantee, it is essential 

thatyou .. b~ able to explain to Congress exactly what U.S. commitment 

would be involved and what its international context would be. 

\:., Therefore, before any U.S. negotiator gets dowg_J.Q ___ $.exious .. ±alk,, __ tlJ,_~ 
': \ ------- . -----..... -..................... <r'···-~·'"" ..................... . 

, State Departm~pj; .i?JJ,puld be reqUii~-e-a-i:·cq{i've~-yoU. for discussion at an early 
-..:..-.. -.~,..·-- .. ··· . •, ·····.~ ........ • ............ -·· -. ' . . . .. 

i. NSC meeting its propo~_9-Jr.=.::~ .. -·.o.x.--pe.·rhaps alternatives -- for the terms of 

a final settlement that we should aim for. 

Recommendations: 

1. That the Tuesday NSC meeting review the principal options open 

to us in the light of this analysis and that provided through the Review 

Group for last Saturday 1 s meeting. 

Z. That at the end of the meeting you provide guidance on the relative 

emphasis you wish put on the two-power and the four-power approaches. 
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3. That at the end of the meeting you instruct the NSC Interdepart­

mental and Review Groups to submit (a) description of the terms of 

settlement to guide our negotiators and (b) a plan of action for relating 

whatever negotiating tracks you may choose to each other and to broader 

elements of our various bilateral relationships (for example, with Israel, 

France, USSR, UAR). 
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