
History 282 US Diplomatic 
Discussion Transcript for November 10, 2020 

Human Rights Diplomacy 
 

Main Reading: Chapter 18 Herring  
The 1970s were a difficult time for the US in the world, but it was still a period of 
occasional triumph and flashes of vision for the post-Cold War world.  Yet the 
fundamental challenge for partisan officials was to navigate the issue of human rights 
and US interests.  This was a particular challenge for both Presidents Ford and Carter, 
though in much different ways.  Here is a selection of student comments: 
 
HELSINKI ACCORDS (1975) 
STUDENT COMMENT:  “In July 1975, President Gerald Ford traveled to Helinski for a 
three day summit with thirty-five nations including the Soviet Union (USSR). 
Establishing three sets of agreements during the summit, the USSR and Western 
European nations were pleased with the outcome, while the agreements provoked the 
opposite response in the United States. People saw it as another “Yalta-like ‘betrayal of 
Eastern Europe’” (827) according to Herring, and the humanitarian agreements were 
also critiqued for the lack of enforceability of the promised “freer flow of information, 
ideas, and people through travel, better access to media information, and reunification 
of families separated by the Cold War.” Herring describes the critiques of Helinski as 
“politically charged,” making the short-term predictions of the effects of Helinski 
contradictory to the long-term effects. Herring says that, rather than appeasing the 
USSR and allowing for control over the rest of Eastern Europe, the agreements “helped 
to undermine it and indeed eventually to bring about the fall of the USSR” (827). 
Another contradictory outcome was a provision negotiated by West Germany that 
appeared unimportant at the time, but eventually opened the door for German 
reunification. The USSR hoped to use the Conference on Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (CSCE), the precursor to the three final security, economic, a humanitarian 
agreements of the summit, to gain “recognition of its position in Eastern Europe” (826). 
In reality, according to Herring, “The CSCE agreements encouraged rather than stifled 
dissident movements in Eastern Europe; they gave the governments of these countries 
some room to maneuver against the USSR and the means to chip away at Soviet 
control” (828), while also chipping away at détente. While détente was focused on 
improving relations with the USSR and de-escalating the Cold War, even if that meant 
turning a blind eye to human rights abuses, Helinski led to a period of further emphasis 
on human rights. Herring mentions that Reagan “as president would use [Helinski] to 
press the Soviets to live up to the human rights principles contained in basket three” 
(828). In an era after Watergate, where the American people were skeptical of the 
“imperial presidency” and the immorality of such policies as détente, the focus on 
human rights promised by Helinski which Ford stated, “were for Americans ‘not cliches 
or empty phrases’ but fundamental phrases to which they were deeply devoted” (827) 
seemed to further undermine détente and lead to its demise under President Carter and 
later Reagan.”  
 
 



STUDENT COMMENT:  “In my opinion, the 1975 Helsinki Accords was a unique turning 
point in Cold War relations, especially how its short-term and long-term consequences 
were contradictory. (Herring, 826). While the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact 
countries warmly greeted the treaty as an acknowledgment of their national boundaries 
and mutual economic cooperation, for President Gerald Ford, the Helsinki Accords was 
a disaster. Many initially opposed the Western concession on Eastern Europe 
boundaries, denounced the Helsinki Accords as “betrayal of Eastern Europe”, and “yet 
another example of the sort of one-sided agreement that has become the hallmark of 
the Nixon-Ford administration.” (Herring, 827) However, a few years later, it became 
clear that the Eastern European states' promise to uphold human rights was of 
increasing significance. The “Humanitarian and Other Fields” basket helped to open ties 
between Eastern and Western Europe, where the CSCE offered the participating states 
a permanent channel of communication. Effectively, the Helsinki Accords promoted both 
stabilization and peaceful cooperation between NATO and the Warsaw Pact, where 
human rights became legitimate concerns to all participating states and did not belong 
to the internal affairs of a particular state. The Accord further weakened détente and 
shifted the focus to human rights. These shifts undermined and ultimately brought an 
end to Soviet dominance in Eastern Europe and the end of the Cold War.” 
 
STUDENT COMMENT:  “The results of the Helsinki summit in the long term were 
unexpected for people at the time.  The Summit planned out three “baskets”, a security 
basket which was, “to uphold basic human rights and ‘refrain from assaulting’ the 
European boundaries established after WWII” (Herring 826), an economic basket which 
would, “break down inter-European barriers by tourism, expanded trade and scientific 
and technical exchanges” (herring 826-827), and finally a ‘humanitarian and other fields’ 
which called for the, "free flow of information, ideas, and people…” (herring 827). The 
immediate reaction to the summit in the United States was extremely negative, calling it 
‘one-sided’ and a, “betrayal of Eastern Europe '' (herring 827). Even going to say that it 
legitimized the Soviet Union’s territorial conquests (Herring 827). However, the actual 
long-term results of the Helsinki summit would be the opposite of what predicted. 
Instead of solidifying Soviet presence in Eastern Europe, it would lead to the beginning 
of the fall of the USSR. Negotiations at the summit would, “facilitate the reunification of 
Germany….and encourage...dissident movements in Eastern Europe” (Herring 828).” 
 
STUDENT COMMENT:  “Contrary to criticism of yielding to Soviet aspirations and 
confirming Soviet control of Eastern Europe, the US instead helped undermine Soviet 
control and eventually help in bringing about the fall of the USSR. Ronald Reagan, one 
of the most vigorous critics of Helsinki, would later use the conference as president to 
press the Soviet Union to live up to the human rights principles agreed to in the third 
basket. In the years after the conference and the fall of the USSR, Ford boasted that the 
agreement which had been "so viciously maligned was the 'spark' that helped bring 
about the 'demise of the Soviet Union'" (828). The harsh criticisms of Helsinki were 
largely out of political gains, wrongly predicted the long-term effects and ultimately 
negatively impacted Ford's reputation and presidential career. In the long term, the 
same critics who attacked the outcomes of the conference eventually used Helsinki in a 
positive light for political gains once it had the opposite effect of what they had 



predicted. Helsinki was a complicated circumstance, as there was no way to truly see 
the future outcome of the conference and what the long-term consequences would be. 
Critics predicted wrong, and in the short term those predictions benefited them.”  
  
IMPERIAL PRESIDENCY 
STUDENT COMMENT:  “The defiant Congress and its steps to curtail the Executive 
branch’s power caused harm instead of benefiting the government. After years of being 
sidelined by presidents such as Johnson and Nixon, Congress began to take back 
control in the early 1970’s. Congress started by challenging the “long-sacrosanct,” 
defense budget by passing resolutions designed to mitigate hostilities and limit the 
expansion of the conflict in Indochina. The 1973 War Powers Resolution was a great 
example of Congress’ attempting to take back the reins from the president. Congress 
required military forces abroad to be withdrawn at most 60 days after their initial 
operation if there was not “authorization” (Herring, 814). The president’s ability to send 
forces to regions and keep them there as a way of stabilizing them was greatly hindered 
by Congress. For example, the Soviets could arm rebels who could simply wait out the 
period of time and then attack after the U.S. forces had to be withdrawn. A vital tool of 
U.S. diplomacy was thus dulled by the actions of Congress. Another example of 
Congress’ flexing their power over the president was when Ford gave vital aid to 
Turkey. Congress voted “twice,” to “terminate military aid,” to Turkey” (Herring, 816). 
Turkey immediately and understandably shut down all military and intelligence 
installations in their territory. The U.S. relied on those bases as listening outposts to 
keep tabs on the progress of Soviet technologies.” 
 
 
ASSESSING CARTER AS DIPLOMAT 
STUDENT COMMENT:  “Carter’s negotiation skills were on display with the Panama 
Canal treaties. Many conservatives were opposed to the idea of “giving up” the canal, 
as the USA “bought it, paid for it, and is going to keep it.” The US military believed it 
displayed the US’ weakness as a nation, as they “sold out” to dictators instead of 
standing their ground. Liberals and progressives viewed the Panama canal treaties as 
necessary and important for several reasons. First, the United States simply no longer 
required the canal. It was not an important part of the country’s economy anymore, and 
did not affect the USA positively or negatively by the late 1970s. Second, major 
businesses supported the treaties as it helped promote stronger relationships and 
improved trade agreements with Latin American nations. Third, religious groups 
supported the treaties as it “shed colonial positions of the 19th century” and 
demonstrated the United States was looking to foster improved relations as equals, not 
as colonizers. While possibly giving in too much, Carter did carefully craft two 
amendments into the treaties that strategically was in favor of the United States. The 
first stated that the United States could intervene militarily after 2000 to keep the canal 
open, and the second welcomed US ships to the front of the line in time of 
crisis/emergency. Overall, the Canal treaties and the success it had in Congress during 
the yearlong debates between 1977-1978 demonstrated Carter’s ability to negotiate at 
the highest level, while still holding US interests as his top priority.” 
 



STUDENT COMMENT:  “Due to combination of a lack of foreign policy experience and 
blatant candor, President Carter grossly misjudged the situation within the Middle East 
and alienated U.S. allies on a path to peace. His desire to find peace overrode the 
reality of the complexities within the Middle East. In May 1977, Carter estranged the 
U.S. special relationship with Israel by publicly endorsing a Palestinian homeland. This 
was an impulsive move without regard not only for the U.S. ally, but also in Carter’s 
domestic politics, as Jews represent a major voting bloc for Democrats. Attempting to 
bring stability back into the Middle East, Carter invited the leaders from Egypt and 
Israel, Sadat and Begin respectively, to Camp David to negotiate a peace settlement. 
Throughout the course of September 1978, the two parties were able to come to an 
agreement regarding the Sinai territory and a vague mention of the Palestinians’ rights. 
These events did represent a serious breakthrough in Egypt-Israel relations, as Egypt 
became the first Arab state to recognize Israel. However, the agreement failed to 
improve the plight of Palestinians, and following its signing, “Israel resumed building 
settlements [in the West Bank] and refused even to talk about a Palestinian 
homeland…” (Herring 842). While Camp David is remembered as one of Carter’s 
greatest successes, it was limited in its ability to achieve any substantial measures to 
improve the Palestinians situation.   
 
STUDENT COMMENT:  “Additionally, the Carter administration’s inability to negotiate 
during this [Iranian hostage] crisis is reflective of their lack of finesse during foreign 
diplomacy overall. Herring points out that “the United States might have done more to 
mitigate its anti-Americanism… threats from the United States only exacerbated 
tensions” (849-850). At other points during Carter’s presidency, he lacked awareness on 
the delicate dynamic with other nations, and how to navigate those relationships without 
blatantly putting his own goals ahead of theirs. For instance, with the Soviet Union, 
President Carter angered Soviet leaders by announcing a proposal to reduce rather 
than limit nuclear weapons publicly without first discussing it with them privately (835), a 
lack of communication that “delayed serious negotiations on arms control and 
complicated dealings on other matters” (836). Carter’s passion for human rights also 
almost compromised the U.S. relationship with the Soviet Union, criticizing its 
government and advocating for dissidence and campaigns without recognizing the 
offense to Soviet leadership (836). As Herring put forth, such political missteps by the 
Carter administration “set the tone for a steady deterioration of U.S.-Soviet relations 
over the next four years” (836) and is indicative of some of the errors it made with other 
countries.” 
 
IRANIAN HOSTAGE CRISIS 
STUDENT COMMENT:  “The U.S. relationship with the Shah of Iran began in 1953, 
“put in power by a U.S.-British sponsored coup” (847). As a result, the two nations 
remained closely connected: the shah brought Western-style modernization to Iran via 
his White Revolution, provided the U.S. with intelligence on Soviet activities, and 
supplied access to its oil reserves in return for massive aid (847). This turned Iran into 
an important, reliable ally, but left the U.S. less perceptive to the frustrations that came 
with the shah in power. The tides of revolution rose in 1977, as “the White Revolution 
enriched the few at the expense of the many… a lagging economy caused widespread 



distress… [and] the shah’s attempt to silence distress with brute force brought 
thousands of deaths and further outrage” (848). Unfortunately, because of the U.S. 
connection with the shah, anti-American sentiment rose in Iran, making it difficult for the 
U.S. to mediate the situation when the shah left the country. This background 
contributed to the U.S.’s limitations to solving the Iranian hostage crisis on November 4, 
1979. Negotiations were further complicated by the U.S. protection of the shah: 
President Carter reluctantly admitted the dying shah into the U.S. for medical treatment, 
increasing suspicions of Americans, (849) and could not concede to Iran’s demand of 
returning their despised leader (850).” 
 
HUMAN RIGHTS AFTER WWII   
STUDENT COMMENT:  “Issues that barely received attention like human rights, civil 
rights, and racial equality started to gain both domestic and international attention and 
be emphasized after WWII as former colonies gained independence. For the United 
States, racial equality and human rights were "Achilles' heel," said US ambassador to 
the United Nations during the Eisenhower administration Henry Lodge. (p. 656) Former 
Secretary of State Dean Acheson also pointed out that there was a need to address and 
resolve the problems of racial segregation and injustice in the United States in order to 
win the favor of the Third World countries. Although some criticized that the 1975 
Helsinki summit as "misguided and empty," the United States gave an impression to the 
world that it cared about human rights by pushing for human rights provisions in the 
accord. The accord was signed by President General Ford, yet this tendency of 
emphasizing human rights in diplomacy continued throughout the Carter and Reagan 
administration. President Carter, for example, appointed the first black US ambassador 
to the United Nations, and President Reagan "[pressed] the Soviets to live up to the 
human rights principles" agreed in Helsinki. (p. 828) The emphasis on human rights 
affected US-Soviet relations and detente. The United States and Europe pressed 
Kremlin to relax its domestic controls and political repression with the human rights 
provisions in mind. Kremlin feared Western interference in the internal domestic affairs 
and sympathy for dissidents in the Soviet Union. This emphasis on human rights issues 
aggravated relations between the United States and the Soviet Union that "were already 
tense from the breakdown of detente in the Ford administration." 
 
 
 
 
 
 


