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Evaluate the successes and failures of the policy of Détente by the end of the 1970s 

The Cold War was the struggle between conflicting ideologies and also the time where the United 

States and the Soviet Union established their often tense relationship. The relationship between the 

democratic United States and the communist Soviet Union was frequently dynamic and involved a 

consistent level of changing hostilities. The Cold War was fought in terms of the political, diplomatic, 

military, economic, historical and cultural elements that dominated the period from 1945 to 1991. 

The United States had initiated a policy of containment against Soviet communism since 1947 and 

up until the Vietnam War had been largely successful in restraining the spread of communism 

around the world perhaps with the exception of China and Cuba. By the 1970s, the United State’s 

involvement in Vietnam was taking a severe toll on American soldiers and morale. The Vietnam War 

was fought against the North Vietnamese communists whom sought to reunify their country. The 

American government saw this as part of the yellow peril and the domino effect. President Richard 

Nixon was elected in 1968. In July 1969, the Nixon Doctrine is announced as America’s response to 

the growing crisis in Vietnam. Nixon stated that for future conflicts against communism in the ‘Third 

World’ that American forces would not be involved but reiterated the availability of aid to local 

whom had to do the fighting. 

Détente is a period between 1969 and 1979 where there is a relaxation in the strained relationship 

between the United States and the Soviet Union. As an American initiative for a quick escape route 

from Vietnam, Nixon and his soviet counter-part Brezhnev began a short lived era where there 

would be relatively stable and positive relations between the two nuclear superpowers of the world. 

Nixon and Brezhnev met on multiple occasions and eventually signed agreements on the limitations 

of arms and nuclear weaponry. Henry Kissinger as the United States national security advisor is 

credited with coining the term ‘détente’ which essentially meant ‘linkage’ between the United States 

and Soviet Union partially as a distraction from the troubles of Vietnam. For the Soviet Union, 

détente was a time where it made longer term gains some behind the backs of the Americans and 

other more open objectives such as the restructuring of its economy by reducing fiscal expenditure 

on the arms race. The end of the détente era is marked possibly by its failure in preventing the 

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. 

After a series of secret closed door meetings between Kissinger and the Chinese government in 

Beijing, President Nixon visited China in 1972. He became to first American president to visit 

communist China and in doing so improved the relations between the east and the west. Nixon had 

hoped to exploit the Sino-Soviet split to play the Soviet Union against China in order to allow for the 

hasty withdraw of United States combat forces from Vietnam. The phrase ‘Ping-Pong’ diplomacy also 

originated from this détente era with a slow but gradual improvement in Chinese relations with the 

outside world that would be temporarily hindered by the Tiananmen Square incident of 1989. 

Improved diplomatic relations between the United States and China along with the Soviet Union is 

undoubtedly an underlying success of détente.  

In May 1972, Nixon and Brezhnev agree to a Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty, which sets limits on 

the numbers of missiles. The SALT agreement was a short term political success for the American 

government as the public perceived that real action was being taken in the interests of peace. 

However in reality the reductions agreed to for the Soviet Union was based on inaccurate CIA 

estimates which underestimated the total nuclear stockpile of the USSR. Also there was no 
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enforcement of the arms reduction on the Soviet side and therefore the United States by attempting 

to lower the tension between the two nuclear superpowers had exposed itself on the security front 

as it had a weaker arsenal of nuclear weapons. 

Even though relations have improved with the communist world, the United States has lost a crucial 

ideological and political grip within Asia. The American government which was keen on maintaining 

popular support signed a truce agreement and withdrew its forces from Vietnam. Nixon put it that 

such policy of détente had achieved “peace with honour”. However the truce does not last long and 

the near annihilated South Vietnamese army is forced into defeat as the Americans evacuate from 

Saigon. Détente had not prevented the spread of communism in contrast to the aims of 

containment. 

By the mid to late 70s, the policy of détente had fallen apart. The Helsinki Accords signed in 1975 

perhaps marked the turning point in the era of improved relations. The articles put forward to the 

Soviet Union included respecting human rights which outraged many conservative communists in 

the USSR. Eventually Brezhnev signs the agreement that lacks treaty status and privately remarks 

that “we are the masters of our own house, it is up to us to choose what we decide to ignore”. 

Increasing tensions between the client states and surrogates of the United States and the Soviet 

Union led to direct military confrontations between armed groups in Latin America, Africa and the 

Middle East. The United States through CIA operations supported its often brutal and corrupt anti-

communist allies whilst the Soviet Union and Cuban governments gave assistance against the USA 

and its clients. Détente has clearly failed by this stage and subsequent agreements between the 

United States and the Soviet Union were not enforced. Rising security fears on the part of the Soviet 

Union sees it invade Afghanistan on the objectives of the United States, formally marking the end of 

détente. 


