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I. Introduction
In an era of domestic strife, Jimmy Carter entered the national political stage as a breath

of fresh air, escaping the seeming political corruption of the Nixon administration. The global
conflict with the Soviet Union was ever-present but Carter had an appetite to assert his own
vision of American foreign policy, regardless of external circumstance.' Richard Nixon initiated
the thawing of US-China relations through his historic trip to China in 1972. However, it was
Jimmy Carter who normalized the Sino-American relationship, cementing his historic role in the
bilateral relation. Carter campaigned on the issue of normalizing relations with the Chinese but
initially seemed hesitant on the issue as he entered his term. Following the template set forth by
Nixon through the Shanghai Communiqué in 1972, Carter’s administration initiated a two-year
process to normalize relations that culminated into the release of the Joint Communiqué of 1979.
The agreement, established between the People’s Republic of China and United States,
formalized relations between the two nations in the context of a global Cold War. The foreign
policy communiqué that has held steady did not come about without compromise and hard
negotiating. This is evident specifically within the context of the narrative of bureaucratic
infighting between Zbigniew Brzezinski and Cyrus Vance, the National Security Advisor and the
Secretary of State, regarding the road to normalization.

Current historical analysis of the normalization process argues that administrative
infighting contributed to and was a crucial factor in this policy pursuit.2 However, this paper
argues that the battle for strategic leverage within the Carter administration was not a product of

competing interests but rather, was continuously facilitated by the National Security Adviser,

! Jimmy Carter, Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President (New York: Bantam Books, 1982), 20-
22.

2 Jean A. Garrison, “Explaining Change in the Carter Administration: Foreign Policy
Manipulation of the Policy Agenda,” Asian Affairs Vol. 29, No. 2 (Summer, 2002): 83-98.



Zbigniew Brzezinski and his staff member Michel Oksenberg. Though Secretary Vance did play
a role in advising the President on the normalization process, his influence was much less than
that of Brzezinski with regards to diplomatic normalization of relations with the People’s
Republic of China. Ultimately, the Carter administration’s diplomatic victory achieved through
the normalization of relations is the product of the National Security Advisor’s active political
and administrative efforts.

The initial analysis of the Carter administration’s foreign policy was hypercritical. A New
York Times article polled a group of historians asking for the initial assessment of Carter’s term
after his election loss and only three percent of respondents stated that he would be noted as an
outstanding president.’ Half graded him as “below average” or “poor.”* However, this view was
contradicted by the initial historical study of his foreign policy by scholars such as Gaddis Smith
who asserted “the four years of the Carter Administration were among the most significant in the
history of American foreign policy in the twentieth century.”5 Though Smith does fault the
administration for its inability to execute a coherent foreign policy, he does place value on the
intentions and long-lasting narrative shift the administration created with regard to the American
role in the world regarding arms control, human rights and diplomacy.® Smith’s analysis
perceived the Brzezinski-Vance conflict as a tool to argue that it was their interpersonal

differences that determined their individual authority in the normalization process.7

3 Scott Kaufman, Plans Unraveled: The Foreign Policy of the Carter Administration (DeKalb:

Northern llinois University Press, 2008), 3-4.
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3 Gaddis Smith, Morality, Reason, and Power: American Diplomacy in the Carter Years (New
York, New York: Hill and Wang, 1986), 3-13.
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Later analysis faults the executive disregard of the President towards Congress and the
Democratic Party for slowing the ability of the administration to execute coherent forei gn policy.
Work by Charles O. Jones argue that the tension the President engendered through his foreign
policy limited the execution of his agenda.® Additionally, Jones argues that Carter’s managerial
style in executing foreign policy hindered his ability to execute his agenda.”

Later historical writing points to the external factors that ultimately influenced the
decision-making process of the President. David Skidmore asserts that the pressing nature of
Soviet aggression in Afghanistan and Vietnamese aggression with regard to China abroad,
alongside with the rise of the neoconservative movement domestically, played roles in
influencing the focus of Carter’s administration. Factors outside of administrative control
hindered foreign policy pursuits. At times, there was too much to allow a fully focused foreign
policy from the White House.'°

The most recent iteration of analysis regarding the Carter administration’s foreign policy
and Sino-American normalization still secins to vary. Jean Garrison, in an Asian Affairs journal
piece, places extraordinary value in the perceived conflict between the State Department and the
National Security Advisor.'' However, there is a relative comparative nuance in recent historical
analysis regarding the processes that engendered the normalization of relations with the People’s
Republic of China. Recent work has respectively outsized the role of Carter’s foreign policy

advisors.'? It correlates the chief negotiator of the respective period of the normalization process

8 Charles O. Jones, The Trusteeship President: Jimmy Carter and the United States Congress
gBaton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1988).
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" pace Garrison, “Explaining Change in the Carter Administration’s China Policy,” 83-98.
12 Garrison, “Explaining Change in the Carter Administration’s China Policy,” 83-86.



to the amount of power that figure held in the administrative decision-making process -- Vance
and the State Department up until his first visit, and Brzezinski and the National Security
Council staff up until the normalization process -- utilizing articles, and the relevant stakeholders
autobiographies.'® In contrast, other works provide a more nuanced analysis of the normalization
process, utilizing external events to justify the lack of progress with regard to normalization,
specifically, the issue of the Panama Canal.'* In addition, other works argue that the role of
National Security Advisor Brzezinski was structurally stronger than the Secretary of State,
throughout the course of the President’s term.'” This paper belongs in the latter camp. For
comparison, this paper does sympathize with the historical argument that the vast portfolio
Carter wished to manage did deprioritize the normalization of relations with China for a period.
Further, this paper concurs with the argument that Carter’s managerial style of governance that
prioritized a compromise in positions, negatively affected the process of normalization.
Ultimately, this paper argues from a position of understanding regarding the complexity of
executing foreign policy. The normalization of relations with the People’s Republic of China was
a historic accomplishment for Carter’s foreign policy legacy. Though there are historical
ambiguities with regard to the impact and effectiveness of Carter’s administration, this paper
passively argues that the normalization process - though elongated - is a bright spot in the Carter

administration’s legacy. This paper actively argues that the strength of the Carter’s
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administration’s pursuit of normalization is derived from Brzezinski’s diplomatic and
administrative actions.

The release of the “Foreign Relations of the United States: 1977-1980 China” portfolio
by the State Department in 2013, has provided an inordinate amount of memos, notes on
conversations, and policy briefs that have yet to be fully utilized in current historical writing
regarding the era.'® This paper utilizes these various memos, transcripts and briefs, alongside
with the autobiographies of the stakeholders, their writings, overarching historical analyses,
newspaper articles from the era and the Carter White House Diary to build a narrative regarding
the process of normalization. These sources, pieced together, establish the timeframe which this
paper studies: from the day after Carter’s electoral victory on November 3, 1977 to the date that
the language of the Joint Communiqué was agreed upon on December 15, 1978. The information
and story established by this trail of memos and transcripts, alongside the well-established
historiography, demonstrate the unparalleled influence of Brzezinski in the White House.

Studying the process of normalization solely through the White House lens does not
provide a holistic assessment of the many stakeholders involved, given the complexity and scope
of Sino-American normalization. This paper does not explore the influence and perspective of
the legislative branch in depth, the series of events in the Chinese domestic political landscape
which engendered their respective desire for normalized relations, nor does this paper attempt to
provide a comprehensive analysis and linkage of global events to contextualize the global power
dynamic of the era. However, the context of these respective lenses of analysis on the

normalization process informs the narrative even if not explicitly referenced.

16 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977-1980, Volume XIII, China, eds. David P. Nickles
and Adam M. Howard (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2013).




James Earl “Jimmy” Carter entered the White House as a Washington outsider. The
nation still reeled from Richard Nixon’s disgraceful exit from office as the slender, five foot,
nine inch tall two-term State Senator and Governor from Georgia took office in 1977. A racially
moderate, fiscally frugal, born-again Christian, Carter ran a campaign based on Christian values,
morality and openness in government action.!” As a result of the tenets of his campaign, Carter
galvanized the party core, secured the nomination, and ultimately won the presidency.'®

Carter wished to pull American foreign policy focus away from the Soviet Union and
towards the interests of American strategic allies.'® The strategic decision to divert away
attention from the realpolitik perspective on the Soviet Union was a result of the advice of his
foreign policy advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski.”® Brzezinski utilized the trilateral vision of foreign
policy -- a perspective that valued the growth of relations with Japan and Western Europe -- in
contrast to Kissinger’s foreign policy perspective of ruthless global pragmatism.21 Jimmy Carter
appointed Brzezinski as his National Security Advisor after his victory and institutionalized him
as a central influence in his foreign policy.22

The top two foreign policy advisors Carter chose to staff his administration contrasted in
style and priorities.”> Brzezinski, National Security Advisor, was vocal and self-promoting.** He
viewed change as the central threat to American interests and worked as the first director of the

Trilateral Commission to strategically place the United States in a position of power through

17 Kaufman, Plans Unraveled, 10-12.
'8 Ibid.
" Ibid.

20 yohn Maclean, “2d Debate Battle Between Advisers.” The Chicago Tribune, October 5" 1976.

A Kaufman, Plans Unraveled, 14-16.
2 Ibid,

2 Ibid., 17-20.
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technological innovation and the development of strategic alliances.”” Cyrus Vance, Secretary of
State, was quiet and hardworking.?® Vance also opposed the idea of having the conflict with the
Soviet Union be the central point of American foreign policy.”’” Vance viewed the Cold War as a
threat that would consume American foreign policy. However, both advisors were part of the
Trilateral Commission. They consistently sparred on foreign policy decisions but had a common
strategic evaluation of foreign affairs.?®

However, aside from the foreign policy conflicts inside of the administration, there were
other domestic political actors who influenced Carter’s foreign policy agenda and execution.
Elected officials, including Democratic Senator Henry Jackson of Washington, Democratic
Senator Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts and Republican Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona,
all attempted to exert their influence on the decision-making process.” Whether it was a
preemptive political effort like the Jackson-Vanik amendment introduced in 1974 to restrict trade
with communist countries, after the fact tirades against diplomatic talks with Chinese officials,
Goldwater’s threat to sue Carter for overreaching executive action, or the efforts of all the
officials at the federal level attempted to enter the debate, domestic actors continuously worked
to influence Sino-American policy.3° The continuous efforts to influence China Policy by

American legislators pressured Carter throughout his administration.

% Tbid.

% Ibid., 20-23.

% Ibid.

%8 Tbid.

# Meijer, Trading with the Enemy, 14.

% Meijer, Trading with the Enemy, 25. “China Policy Change: Politicians React with Protest,
Praise.” The Chicago Tribune, December 16", 1978. Further, the Jackson-Vanick amendment
was also seen as a move to create political noise for the potential Presidential aspirations of

Senator Henry Jackson in 1974.
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The influence of domestic political actors was smaller than that of the actions of external
actors. The actions of foreign countries, whether it was aggression by the Soviet Union in
Afghanistan, the arms sales by American allies to the People’s Republic of China, or aggression
on behalf of Vietnam, influenced American behavior in the context of normalization.” Domestic
political actors agitated the administration through their comments and political actions, but the
actions of foreign actors more directly influenced the reactions of the Carter administration.

Carter entered the presidency looking to assert the influence of his administration on the
global stage. As such, it seemed that Carter prioritized Secretary Vance’s slower and measured
perspective at the start of his Presidency.’* Carter established Vance as the chief negotiator for
the United States with the People’s Republic of China when he first entered the Presidency.”
The collective narrative that supports the split responsibility of power over time highlights this
point. However, it was Brzezinski and the National Security Council that executed and voiced
the most prominent perspective on Sino-American normalization. As tensions rose between the
Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China and between the Soviet Union and the United
States, President Carter removed the Sino-American portfolio from Vance and assigned it to
Brzezinski.>* While Vance was less inclined to compromise regarding the treatment of Taiwan,
Brzezinski was far more willing to compromise to achieve a superior American position for

change.35 The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, border skirmishes between the Soviet Union and

3! Meijer, Trading with the Enemy, 46-50.

32 Kaufman, Plans Unraveled, 20-22.

33 Joseph J. Sisco, “What Vance Will Find on His Mission to China.” The Chicago Tribune, July
12, 1977.

34 Carter, Keeping Faith, 190-200.

3 Kaufman, Plans Unraveled, 16-20.
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the People’s Republic of China, and the desire from Brzezinski and his staff to actually pursue

the issue, engendered a more rapid approach to normalization.

II. News from The Era

The facts reported through the press ultimately influenced the presentation of the Carter
administration’s normalization efforts to the world. The media portrayal of the conflict between
Vance and Brzezinski was also evident in reporting. A Foreign Affairs analysis regarding the
possible implication of the potential China policy for the next Presidency in the middle of the
campaign of 1976 was released in the heat of the general election. The article pointed out the
essential policy question that the next President would have to face, which was what general
posture the United States should assume towards the militarily mighty Soviet Union and the
militarily modest People’s Republic of China.”” In pointing out the potential options for
American policy decision makers, a writer in Foreign Affairs acknowledged that both
Republicans and Democrats wanted to normalize relations while in political debate.® Howeyver,
it was evident that the Democrats wished for a peaceful resolution with the People’s Republic of
China and of the issue of sovereignty in Taiwan while the Republicans made no mention of the
issue of Taiwan. This triangular relationship in the context of an ever-present Cold War
presented a critical policy question for the incoming Presidential administration.

The article went on to state that an attempt of even-handedness favored the Soviet Union

by default. Fair treatment of two disproportionately capable countries perpetuated the

% Meijer, Trading with the Enemy, 35.
% Jerome Allen Cohen, “A Policy for the Next Administration,” Foreign Affairs Volume 55, No.
1 (October, 1976): 20-37. )
2: Cohen, “A Policy for the Next Administration,” 22-23.
Ibid.
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