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Abstract

This research paper delves into the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) and the signing of the Helsinki
Final Act in 1975. It highlights the impact of these events on both the dynamics of the Cold War and debates surrounding
human rights. The Helsinki Final Act, although not a treaty, played a crucial role in improving relations between the
Communist bloc and Western nations. It set in motion what is known as the “Helsinki process,” a series of review meetings to
ensure that states adhered to human rights and humanitarian principles. The paper examines how leaders such as U.S.
Presidents Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan and Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev strategically used the Helsinki Accords as
tools for reform and how this process contributed to the end of the Cold War. It also explores the varied reactions and
interpretations of the Accords in Eastern Europe and in Western countries, emphasizing their role in promoting dialogue,
diplomacy, and transnational activism, as well as their indirect influence on political change across Eastern Europe. Finally, it
uses international relations theories, especially neoliberal institutionalism and constructivism, to critically evaluate the
significance of the Helsinki Accords as evidence of the power of engagement and norms, while also engaging realist and
materialist critiques and highlighting the continuing relevance of the Helsinki process in contemporary geopolitical discourse.
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1- Introduction

During the Cold War, there was an ideological contest over political freedom, economic systems, and human
rights. The Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) emerged from a central aim: to improve
relations between the Communist bloc and the West. The Helsinki Final Act was the culmination of CSCE
discussions and set the stage for multilateral negotiations and cooperation among European states and North
America. Although it was not a traditional, legally binding treaty, the Act's provisions, especially Basket Three on
human contacts and humanitarian issues, were extremely significant and strategically important. In the
immediate aftermath, Western European CSCE participants used these rules to advocate for greater openness in
Eastern Europe, paving the way for transformative changes in the broader human rights landscape [1,2]. For
example, Hungary's gradual loosening of travel restrictions illustrated the tangible impact of the Helsinki Final
Act. This policy shift was a pivotal moment that allowed more Hungarian citizens to travel and interact with the
West, fostering an exchange of ideas and sowing the seeds for further political openness. The public response
was one of cautious optimism, as individuals recognized the potential for increased freedom, which fueled
further demands for reform.

The Act also initiated the "Helsinki process," a series of review meetings in cities such as Belgrade, Madrid,
and Vienna, which played a vital role in monitoring state behaviour and maintaining pressure to implement the
commitments [3]. By supporting institutions such as the U.S. Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe
(the "Helsinki Commission") and Helsinki Watch, a group of politicians, diplomats, human rights activists,
journalists, and international NGOs promoted the Act’s humanitarian provisions and translated them into
ongoing diplomatic and societal practices [2]. A notable example of civil society operationalizing the treaty’s
language is Helsinki Watch's role in mobilizing grassroots activism [4]. For instance, Sarah Mendelson, a
prominent member, emphasized in an interview how their campaigns turned human rights from a theoretical
concept into a tool for real-world change, fostering awareness and inspiring local advocacy [2]. Their efforts
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made it clear how norms could travel from conference halls to the streets, empowering citizens and creating
bottom-up pressure for reform.

U.S. leaders such as Presidents Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan embraced the Helsinki Final Act’s potential
as a strategic tool, integrating human rights into U.S. foreign policy and using its language to criticize Eastern
Bloc practices. Despite being a non-binding accord, the Act's provisions created quasi-legal expectations that
influenced state behavior. This phenomenon can be linked to the concept of 'soft law," which refers to
instruments that, while lacking formal legal status, still exert significant influence in shaping international norms
and compliance [5]. On the Soviet side, Gorbachev's reforms were shaped in part by the normative and
institutional environment the Act helped create. Compared to non-European détente initiatives, such as the
thawing relations between the U.S. and China during the Nixon administration, the Helsinki process uniquely
intertwined human rights discourse with political strategy, providing transferable lessons for global diplomacy.
Together, these developments make Helsinki an important case for thinking about how institutions, norms, and
power interact in international politics.

2- Background

Since 1954, the Soviet Union had been eager to reach an agreement that would officially recognize post-
World War II borders in Central and Eastern Europe [6]. Soviet leaders believed such recognition would secure
their control of the region over the long term, while many Western governments resisted giving formal
legitimacy to these territorial arrangements [7]. For instance, throughout the Cold War, the United States
accepted de facto Soviet control of the Baltic states but refused to recognize the USSR’s de jure sovereignty over
them. This struggle for border recognition in 1975 was not merely about territorial lines but represented a
broader contest for geopolitical dominance and security, shaping the foundation for what would later become
pivotal international agreements in Europe [8].

The tides began to shift in the late 1960s and early 1970s as Western Europe sought a more integrated
continent, and countries such as the United Kingdom and Canada started to see potential benefits in a European
security conference. Initially, the United States was reluctant to participate, due in part to concerns about being
sidelined, but it joined once the Soviets agreed to include both the U.S. and Canada [2,9].

Negotiations formally started in 1972, and after three years of talks, the Helsinki Final Act was signed by 35
countries from Europe and North America on 1 August 1975. The agreement's most important points included
its emphasis on human rights and its encouragement of cultural and human contacts across the East-West divide.
While the human rights commitments were largely aspirational, follow-up meetings like those in Madrid and
Vienna were intended to provide mechanisms for reviewing compliance, highlighting how talk aimed to translate
into enforcement [10]. At the same time, by addressing the critical Soviet concern over border recognition, the
CSCE became a major diplomatic event that helped to reframe European security and laid the groundwork for
political and social changes over the following decade [2,11,12].

Post-accord reactions were mixed. Many Soviet citizens and officials trivialized the event, viewing the accords
as non-binding and as a diplomatic victory that legitimized existing borders [7]. In Western countries, opinion
was divided. Some critics saw Helsinki as a failure that conceded too much to Moscow [13]. For example, a 1977
telegram from the U.S. Embassy in the Soviet Union reported that TASS depicted the Accords’ Western critics as
“enemies of détente” and accused them of waging a “fierce political and ideological struggle against the
fundamentals of the [Helsinki] Final Act,” poisoning American public opinion with anti-Soviet propaganda year
after year [14]. In contrast, within the United States, differing opinions within the National Security Council and
Congress influenced public sentiment. Certain members viewed the stabilization of European borders as a
strategic necessity, while others regarded it as potentially undermining U.S. geopolitical interests [7]. A
declassified memo from the era reveals that the divisive reaction was not merely a result of Soviet media
influence but also a reflection of contentious domestic debates [15].

Others were more hopeful. In a 1983 Vatican-related cable, Cardinal Casaroli described the Helsinki process
as “most useful,” emphasizing that it created “objective words” and standards to which Eastern European
totalitarian regimes could be held accountable. At the same time, he cautioned that human rights advocacy
needed to be balanced with the overarching goal of avoiding war and preventing the eruption of conflicts that the
West might not be willing or able to support [14].

The Accords’ foundational principles, especially regarding border respect and non-interference, were
interpreted differently in East and West. The Soviets viewed them primarily as protection against Western
interference, whereas the West saw them as tools to guard against potential Soviet aggression and to insert
human rights norms into the East-West agenda [7]. Western leaders such as President Gerald Ford believed the
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Accords could introduce a new phase of European cooperation and détente [16]. This raises an intriguing
question: Did the dissident networks and their diffusion of norms matter more than Gorbachev’s own leadership
in bringing about these changes? Over time, the Helsinki Final Act spurred an 'international Helsinki network'
composed of Eastern bloc dissidents, Western NGOs, and U.S. governmental structures. This network influenced
Gorbachev’s reforms and contributed to the downfall of Soviet communism [2]. While the 'Helsinki effect," as
explored by Daniel Thomas, highlighted the power of norms and international commitments, other scholars like
Snyder focused on elite calculation, emphasizing the role of individual leaders and domestic politics [1,2,17].

The Helsinki Accords thus stand as a testament to the power of diplomacy and dialogue. By fostering an
environment in which states paid increased attention to human rights and institutionalized communication, they
laid the groundwork for a Europe that strives, despite enduring complexities, for peace and mutual
understanding [1]. In today's context, the Accords' legacy can be seen in ongoing challenges such as the Russian
actions in Crimea and the geopolitical shifts within an enlarging European Union. These issues underscore the
continuing need for diplomatic engagement and dialogue, offering lessons that remain pertinent in addressing
contemporary security dilemmas.

3- The Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE)

What began as a Soviet proposal in 1954 to confirm post-war borders evolved into a broad diplomatic
framework by the mid-1970s [18]. In the aftermath of Stalin's death in 1953 and the ensuing power shifts,
Moscow sought to bolster its legitimacy and influence in a rapidly transforming geopolitical landscape [19].
While the initial Soviet intent was to diminish NATO’s legitimacy and reduce U.S. influence, the CSCE gradually
transformed into a platform that addressed wider European security and cooperation concerns. Political elites
and the media did not pay serious attention to the idea until the late 1960s and early 1970s, when a growing
desire to ease East-West tensions led Western European states to revisit the proposal [20].

The preparatory phase around 1972 in Finland reflected the Western goal of bridging the ideological gap
between the blocs [21]. Western leaders, especially within NATO and the European Community, emphasized
human rights, environmental cooperation, and the free flow of people and information. These objectives sharply
contrasted with everyday life in the Eastern bloc, where restrictions were severe. For instance, publications
critical of the Soviet regime, like the samizdat literature, were banned, and travel outside the bloc was heavily
restricted [7]. The inclusion of the U.S. and Canada countered Soviet efforts to limit the conference to Europe
alone and ensured that North American security interests would also shape the agenda [22,2].

Henry Kissinger, the U.S. Secretary of State, initially dismissed the CSCE as largely symbolic, citing a
memorandum where he likened it to a 'talk shop'. However, as negotiations progressed, the importance of the
CSCE became clearer to the U.S. strategic interests. By 1973, deliberations had transitioned to Geneva, and topics
were grouped into 'baskets." An internal memo from Kissinger’s office noted, 'The CSCE provides a unique
opportunity to engage in broader dialogue on European security,' marking a shift from his initial skepticism. The
Soviets, seeking a swift conclusion and formal recognition of their borders, pushed for a narrow agenda.
Persistent Western advocacy, however, expanded the scope to include human rights, freer movement, and
information flows. Despite Soviet reluctance, Moscow was committed to the CSCE’s success and even pursued
bilateral talks with Washington to accelerate agreement. Within the Soviet bloc, states such as Romania used the
CSCE to seek protection from potential Soviet interventions [7].

The eventual culmination of these efforts was the Helsinki Final Act of 1975. By addressing questions of
political boundaries, military cooperation, trade, and human contacts in a single framework, it symbolized a
significant shift in East-West relations. Yet interpretations varied: the Soviet Union emphasized state
sovereignty and non-interference, while Western states stressed human contacts and freedom of movement. The
CSCE’s framework and the commitments embedded in the Act created an institutional basis for ongoing review
and the gradual easing of tensions between East and West [2].

4- Key Provisions of the Helsinki Accords

The Helsinki Accords were structured around issue groupings known as "baskets.”" Each basket addressed
different dimensions of interstate relations and aimed to balance the interests of the Western and Eastern blocs
[2]. This framework, which continues to influence today's multilateral negotiations, highlights the enduring
importance of systematic, issue-based diplomacy in managing international relations. Much like recent
international dialogues addressing climate change and global security, the baskets offer a structured approach to
fostering cooperation in a divided world.
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Basket One. Basket One was foundational. It laid down ten guiding principles for interstate relations,
including the inviolability of frontiers, the territorial integrity of states, the peaceful settlement of disputes, and
non-intervention. Two principles became especially significant: Principle Six, which focuses on non-intervention
in internal affairs, and Principle Seven, which emphasizes respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms.
Basket One also introduced confidence-building measures (CBMs), such as advance notification of major military
exercises, designed to enhance transparency and predictability among states [1,2].

Basket Two shifted the focus from political-military issues to economic, scientific, technological, and
environmental cooperation. It was premised on the idea that economic interdependence could foster peace. The
provisions promoted business contacts, industrial cooperation, improved transportation networks, and
collaboration on scientific and environmental challenges, thereby seeking to narrow the economic gap between
East and West [2,9]. One notable initiative that exemplified Basket Two's ambitions was the series of natural-gas
pipeline deals in the 1980s, which created significant trade links across the Iron Curtain and showcased the
pursuit of mutual benefits through economic collaboration [23]. These efforts illustrated how economic
partnerships could transcend political divides and facilitate a broader dialogue between East and West.

Basket Three, largely driven by Western negotiators, aimed at reducing the social and cultural isolation of
Eastern European societies. By encouraging family reunifications, travel, bi-national marriages, and cultural
exchanges, it sought to strengthen interpersonal connections across the Iron Curtain. One poignant example
involved a Hungarian family, separated for over a decade, who were reunited in Vienna thanks to the new
policies. This reconnection of family members not only marked a personal triumph but also underscored the
human impact of the Accords, illustrating how diplomatic efforts tangibly improved lives. The basket also
covered broader humanitarian issues: improved working conditions for journalists, greater educational
cooperation, and a freer flow of information [2,9].

Basket Four. Basket Four was procedural and focused on implementation. It established a system of regular
review meetings in cities such as Belgrade, Madrid, and Vienna to assess progress and hold states accountable
for their commitments. In practice, these follow-up meetings became key venues where governments, activists,
and NGOs could raise human rights concerns and test how far the Helsinki language could be pushed [2,11].

The Helsinki Accords were not simply a diplomatic document but a vision grounded in the principles of the
1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights [24]. While the Accords drew on universal ideals, Cold War political
realities meant that states interpreted them through their own strategic lenses. Western governments pushed
hard on Basket Three provisions, while Eastern governments often treated human rights language as potentially
intrusive [2]. Nonetheless, by structuring discussions through these baskets, the CSCE provided a roadmap for
engagement and cooperation in a fractured international system [25]. The significance of the Helsinki Final Act
lies not only in its specific provisions but in its broader vision of a cooperative, peaceful, and interconnected
Europe. However, the normative legacy of these Accords is enduring but fragile. The aspirational language of the
Accords contrasts sharply with the challenges faced by today's OSCE, underscoring the need to continually strive
for the cooperative ideals they set forth. As we advance, policymakers and citizens alike must consider whether
the framework established decades ago still serves as a guiding star for European security in an increasingly
complex global landscape [2,11].

5- Theoretical Perspectives on the Helsinki Final Act

While the preceding sections describe the origins, provisions, and political impacts of the Helsinki Final Act,
international relations theory provides additional tools for understanding why and how this apparently non-
binding agreement mattered. The Act can be interpreted through multiple lenses: neorealism, neoliberal
institutionalism, constructivism, and debates over norms versus material power.

5.1. Neorealist and Neoliberal Institutional Interpretations

From a neorealist perspective, the Helsinki Final Act is understood as a product of power balances and
detente among great powers. Realists see the conference as a strategic bargain where the Soviet Union sought
recognition of post-war borders and security guarantees, while Western states aimed to minimize conflict risks,
manage military competition, and stabilize the European status quo. Hence, the Accords served as an instrument
to control rivalry and cement a relatively favorable distribution of power, rather than achieving a transformative
normative breakthrough [26,27].

In contrast, neoliberals view the Helsinki Final Act through the lens of neoliberal institutionalism,
emphasizing the role of institutions and regimes in fostering cooperation within an anarchic international
system. Although the Final Act lacked legal binding force, neoliberals see it functioning as a regime that molded
expectations, reduced uncertainties, and lowered transaction costs by establishing regular forums for dialogue
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and information sharing. [28] The CSCE review meetings, CBMs, and reporting practices facilitated mutual
monitoring among states and offered structured venues for airing grievances. [29] As such, neoliberals contend
that the Helsinki framework, akin to other international regimes, although formally weak, exerted considerable
influence over state behavior through information dissemination, standard-setting, and creating reputational
costs for non-compliance [26,27].

5.2. Constructivism, Norm Diffusion, and Human Rights

Constructivist approaches delve deeper by showing that the Helsinki Final Act not only mirrored existing
interests but also redefined the identities and normative landscape of participating states. Principle Seven
notably shifted human rights from being seen as purely domestic to an international focus. Once the Soviet bloc
supported language about rights and freedoms, it became challenging to hide human rights practices behind
non-interference [10].

Constructivist scholars of norm diffusion argue that international norms often emerge, cascade, and become
internalized through processes of persuasion, socialization, and shaming [26,27]. The Helsinki process fits this
pattern. Initially, human rights norms emerged as a contested value during international negotiations.
Subsequently, this led to the cascade stage, where these norms began to gain traction and wider acceptance,
ultimately transforming into a more widely accepted international standard. Over time, this contributed to shifts
in national identities, especially in parts of Eastern Europe, where rulers increasingly struggled to justify
domestic repression in the face of international commitments they had publicly endorsed. Finally, during the
internalization stage, the Helsinki language provided a powerful discursive resource for dissidents, churches,
intellectuals, and reformers who could now demand that their governments live up to the promises made in an
international forum. In signing Helsinki, regimes unwittingly armed their own citizens with a universal moral
[30].

5.3. Transnational Advocacy Networks and the Boomerang Pattern

Another major contribution of constructivist and transnational relations scholarship is the concept of
transnational advocacy networks (TANs) and the "boomerang pattern.” This model describes a sequence where
domestic groups unable to influence their own government reach out to international allies, such as NGOs,
foreign states, or international organizations, who then exert pressure on the domestic government from the
outside. This external pressure effectively sends the initial demands "boomeranging” back into the domestic
arena [31,26]. This pattern remains relevant today, as seen in the global climate youth movements. These
movements mobilize international support to pressure governments worldwide to act on climate change,
reflecting the enduring utility and explanatory power of the boomerang model [31]. The Helsinki process
exemplifies this sequence: domestic activists formed networks, these networks relayed their message
internationally, and external actors in turn pressured governments to adhere to human rights standards [31].

The Helsinki process created fertile ground for such mechanisms. International NGOs and domestic activists
not only formed organizations such as the Moscow Helsinki Group, Charter 77 in Czechoslovakia, and the
Workers’ Defense Committee (KOR) in Poland, but they also strategically framed their issues to attract
international attention and support. These groups adeptly highlighted the universality of their causes, portraying
their struggles as part of a broader human rights movement, thus resonating with international audiences [2].
They monitored compliance with the Final Act, documented abuses, and sent information to Western
governments and NGOs [2]. Western actors, in turn, used Helsinki language in parliamentary debates, diplomatic
exchanges, and public campaigns to pressure Eastern Bloc governments [32].

Transnational advocacy networks became crucial agents of political change in Eastern Europe. They put
human rights violations on the international agenda, challenged official narratives, and provided protection and
legitimacy to domestic dissidents [33]. The U.S. Helsinki Commission, for example, relied heavily on information
smuggled out by Eastern European and Soviet activists, which it then used to hold hearings, issue reports, and
push the U.S. executive branch to incorporate human rights concerns into East-West diplomacy [27]. These
efforts not only pressured governments to change policy rhetoric but also pushed them towards genuine
internalization of human rights norms, shifting from mere compliance to integrating these principles into state
identity and governance practices [34]. In addition to the East-West dynamics, examples like the Southern-based
NGO, Third World Network, and the UN Human Rights Council demonstrate the diverse actors involved in these
networks. These organizations emphasize the global reach and influence of the boomerang pattern, showing how
it extends beyond regional confines to engage a wide array of international allies [35]. This progression
underscores the broader constructivist argument that norms, once external pressures, can evolve into integral
components of the state's policy and identity.

5.4. Norm Diffusion, Domestic Change, and the “Helsinki Effect”
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The Helsinki process comprised several interacting mechanisms that shaped domestic politics in Eastern
Europe. Norm diffusion is central. After 1975, human rights and fundamental freedoms acquired a new status as
shared European norms. Although Communist regimes initially saw such provisions as unacceptable intrusions
into internal affairs, continued advocacy by Western states and Eastern dissidents led to the gradual acceptance
of human rights as integral to European identity [36]. Beyond rhetoric, however, these norms influenced national
preferences by reshaping the priorities of domestic actors such as policymakers, civil activists, and intellectuals.
For instance, a prominent policymaker in Hungary shifted their stance as they began to embrace the language of
human rights, gradually aligning national policies with international expectations. These shifts illustrate the
tangible impact of Helsinki norms on preference formation within Eastern European societies [36].

The diffusion of these norms was reinforced through the CSCE’s follow-up conferences in Belgrade (1977),
Madrid (1980-83), and Vienna (1986-89). Belgrade introduced public reporting mechanisms, which marked the
beginning of structured monitoring by external actors [37]. During the Madrid conference, the scope was further
expanded to include wider access for NGOs, allowing them to participate more actively in the human rights
discourse [38]. By the time of the Vienna conference, the process had gained renewed energy, culminating in the
establishment of dense networks of activists and officials dedicated to fostering these norms [20]. Institutionally,
the formation of the Moscow Helsinki Group and the U.S. Helsinki Commission in 1976, and later the U.S. Helsinki
Watch Committee (established in 1978), paved the way for the creation of the International Helsinki Federation
for Human Rights (IHF) in 1982 with a broader mandate [39,32].

Daniel Thomas has described the “Helsinki effect” as the process by which international norms and
institutions contributed to the demise of communism by empowering domestic and transnational actors who
used Helsinki’s language to delegitimize authoritarian rule [34]. These developments show how a formally non-
binding agreement can, through repeated interaction and norm entrepreneurship, generate real political
consequences [40]. The power of words, cemented in the Helsinki Accords, fundamentally challenged
authoritarian structures, demonstrating that diplomatic dialogue indeed toppled walls on the ground [36].

5.5. Competing Explanations: Material Power and Realist Critiques

While many scholars emphasize the transformative role of norms and institutions, realist and materialist
approaches offer important critiques. Some argue that the Helsinki Final Act was far less important than the
Soviet Union's material decline and the structural shifts in the global economy [34]. This realist-constructivist
tension highlights significant theoretical stakes in international relations (IR) by challenging our understanding
of how power dynamics and normative changes coexist within global politics. Resolving this tension is essential
for broader IR theory, as it helps illuminate ongoing debates about the balance between structure and agency in
shaping international outcomes.

Brooks and Wohlforth, for example, highlight extensive evidence of Soviet economic decline, including falling
growth rates from the 1960s onward, severe defence burdens (an estimated 15-20 percent of GDP in the early
1980s), and the USSR’s isolation from emerging patterns of global production, foreign direct investment, and
inter-firm alliances [41]. In their view, these material pressures were decisive in compelling Soviet leaders to
reorient foreign policy and accept an end to the Cold War. Helsinki, in this interpretation, did not play an
independent causal role; it was largely an epiphenomenon of deeper structural shifts.

Other scholars challenge the notion that the Helsinki Final Act was a Western triumph or a key factor in
ending the Cold War. They argue that the agreement effectively accepted the division of Europe, recognized
Soviet conquests (including the annexation of the Baltic states), and did little in practice to secure human rights
in the Eastern bloc. From this perspective, Helsinki is seen as a diplomatic success for Moscow and a defeat or at
least a risky gamble for the West. Critics emphasize that domestic opposition in the United States was strong at
the time and argue that Western policymakers did not fully appreciate any long-term benefits of the conference
[42]. However, some declassified memos from that period reveal that U.S. officials did weigh the strategic
advantages of fostering normative gains through Helsinki. An example includes a memo indicating that, despite
domestic opposition, there was a belief within the administration that promoting human rights norms could
eventually undermine Soviet control in Eastern Europe [43,44,42].

These realist and revisionist critiques force a more balanced assessment of the Helsinki process. They
underscore that normative changes occurred within, and were constrained by, a broader environment of shifting
power, economic crisis, and domestic political calculations. The economic crisis led to a scarcity of resources,
weakening the Soviet Union's ability to maintain its empire and making it more open to negotiations that
invoked human rights norms to secure economic aid and stability [41,11]. Similarly, Western actors, facing their
own economic pressures, saw the promotion of human rights as a strategic tool to destabilize Soviet influence in
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Eastern Europe [2]. This convergence of economic conditions and strategic objectives helped forge new avenues
for norm change and international collaboration [45].

6- Helsinki as Process Rather than Event

Finally, a growing literature emphasizes that the Helsinki Final Act should be understood less as a single
diplomatic event and more as a long-term process [46]. This process combined institutional innovation, norm
diffusion, transnational activism, and material change [26]. It helped reorder European security thinking away
from a narrow focus on military capabilities toward a broader understanding that includes political systems,
human rights, and the rule of law [47].

In this view, the significance of Helsinki lies not only in its contribution to the end of the Cold War but also in
its role in transforming the international normative environment, establishing institutional mechanisms for
ongoing review, and encouraging new forms of cooperation. It was both product and driver of the changing
European order [42,34].

7- Implications and Responses to the Helsinki Accords

The CSCE and the Helsinki Accords had a profound impact on political change and human rights discourse in
Europe. During this period, the global stage was marked by a complex geopolitical chess game, with superpowers
navigating between confrontation and détente. Within this context, the Helsinki Accords represented a
significant normative push that contrasted with the existing expectations of easing tensions. Discussions of
individual rights under the rule of law became more prevalent, and Soviet representatives sometimes showed a
surprising willingness to address Western proposals, signaling potential shifts in their approach to human rights
and political freedoms [1,11]. This Soviet flexibility was startling as it suggested a departure from their rigid
stance, thereby reflecting the intricate strategies playing out in the Cold War dynamics.

Responses among Eastern European states varied. Romania’s decision to distance itself from aspects of the
Helsinki process inadvertently accelerated CSCE’s evolution, as other actors used the forums more assertively to
spotlight human rights abuses [48]. Over time, the agenda shifted from simply documenting violations to
promoting political structures and legal frameworks to prevent them.

Hungary’s choice to leverage its Helsinki obligations to open its border with Austria in 1989 had dramatic
consequences, facilitating a mass exodus from East Germany. This movement undermined the East German
regime and hastened its collapse. In Ukraine, the creation of the Ukrainian Helsinki Group in 1976 signaled a
direct attempt to monitor Soviet compliance with human rights commitments and to embed Helsinki norms
within a broader struggle for national and civic rights [1, 11]. A member of the Ukrainian Helsinki Group once
remarked, 'We saw the Accords as a beacon of hope, a tool to inspire change within our communities' [1]. This
statement underscores the profound impact of the Helsinki norms in empowering local activism and mobilizing
dissident movements across Eastern Europe.

8- Long-term Effects and Legacy of the Helsinki Accords

The peaceful revolutions in Eastern Europe at the end of the 1980s are often considered among the most
significant results of the Helsinki process. They demonstrated that entrenched political divisions and
authoritarian regimes could be eroded without large-scale military confrontation, a central aspiration of the
Helsinki vision [1]. The ideas enshrined in the Helsinki texts found their way into the streets of Prague and
Leipzig, as demonstrators invoked the principles of human rights and political openness, creating a powerful
network effect across borders. As a result, human rights activists gained important roles in post-Communist
governments, especially in countries such as Czechoslovakia [49].

The Accords also reshaped the way security was conceptualized in Europe. Security came to be understood
not only in military terms but also in relation to domestic political systems, respect for human rights, and
adherence to the rule of law. This shift revealed the limits of traditional Realpolitik and highlighted the value of
diplomacy, cooperation, and normative commitments [7]. Over time, the CSCE evolved into the Organization for
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). This more permanent institution continues to address security,
democracy, and human rights issues throughout the region [21].

9- Controversies and Criticisms of the Helsinki Accords

Like most major political negotiations, the Helsinki Accords generated significant controversies and
criticisms. Some observers viewed the CSCE as a Soviet tool to solidify Europe’s division and legitimize the post-
war territorial order. From this angle, the recognition of existing borders and the failure to achieve immediate
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human rights improvements in the Eastern bloc were seen as evidence that Helsinki was, at best, a risky gamble
and, at worst, a Western defeat [1,17,44]. However, not all voices shared this critical outlook. Several Western
diplomats and scholars argued that the Accords laid the groundwork for dialogue and engagement, creating a
platform for addressing human rights issues, albeit gradually. They saw Helsinki as a pivotal step toward détente
and a necessary instrument for future transformation, emphasizing its potential to encourage openness and
reform across the Eastern bloc [40].

Scepticism also surrounded Gorbachev’s proposal for a Helsinki summit in the late 1980s. Many critics
suspected it was a tactical move to manage the rapidly changing political situation in Eastern Europe rather than
a genuine commitment to the Accords’' human rights norms. These scepticisms highlighted a significant paradox
within the Helsinki process: Gorbachev's intentions might have been rooted in strategic maneuvering, yet these
very actions inadvertently empowered civil society movements across the region. This empowerment
showcased how tactical aims can sometimes yield unexpected normative dividends [34]. Moreover, debates
about the future of military alliances like NATO and the Warsaw Pact were closely linked to the CSCE’s
credibility: the dissolution or preservation of these alliances would shape how the Helsinki framework evolved,
amplifying the complexities and unintended consequences of power politics in this era. Nonetheless, as the
positive effects of the process became clearer—especially the role of Helsinki language in legitimizing dissident
activism and peaceful transitions—many early criticisms lost much of their force. The debates, however, remain
important reminders that institutional and normative innovations are always embedded in complex power
politics.

Conclusion

The Helsinki Accords, officially titled the Helsinki Final Act of 1975, represent a pivotal chapter in Cold War
diplomatic history. Emerging from the CSCE, they left a lasting imprint on European politics and the wider
international system, with effects continuing long after the Cold War ended.

At their core, the Accords forged a bridge of understanding between rival blocs, creating a rare moment of
détente amidst intense ideological conflict. Their three main baskets—political and military principles, economic
and environmental cooperation, and human contacts and human rights—addressed a wide spectrum of issues,
with Basket Three playing a particularly significant role in elevating human rights and individual freedoms
within international diplomacy.

The indirect political effects of Helsinki in Eastern Europe were profound. Romania’s stance, Hungary’s
border opening, and the growth of dissident networks in Poland, Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union, and
elsewhere all reveal how the Accords were used creatively by domestic actors. The largely peaceful revolutions
that followed showcased the potential for eroding entrenched divisions without resorting to large-scale military
force.

From a theoretical perspective, Helsinki is best understood as a complex process rather than a single event.
Realist approaches underline material decline and power shifts that constrained Soviet choices. Neoliberal
institutionalism emphasizes how even non-binding regimes can structure expectations, provide information, and
reduce uncertainty. Constructivist and transnational perspectives highlight norm diffusion, identity change, and
the crucial role of advocacy networks and boomerang patterns. Together, these approaches suggest that the
Helsinki process worked through the interplay of material pressures, institutional arrangements, and evolving
norms.

Important challenges remain for scholars seeking to measure the precise causal impact of Helsinki. Isolating
the effect of ideas and norms from material conditions is inherently difficult. Cross-national variation further
complicates analysis: 35 states signed the Final Act, and the “Helsinki effect” was not uniform. Factors such as
pre-existing intellectual traditions, degrees of societal openness, and regime vulnerability to external pressure all
shaped outcomes. Countries like Czechoslovakia, Poland, and the Soviet Union experienced stronger mobilization
around Helsinki norms than did Bulgaria, Romania, or East Germany.

Even with these complexities, it is difficult to reduce the Helsinki Final Act to either a mere concession to
Soviet power or a single cause of the Cold War’s end. Instead, it is more accurate to see it as an extraordinary
process that helped create a new European security order, established novel norms and institutions, and
increased cross-bloc interactions. From a realist angle, the Act contributed to stabilizing the balance of power
and managing détente. From neoliberal institutionalist and constructivist perspectives, it created frameworks for
emphasizing human rights and human contacts, lowered the costs of cooperation and monitoring, and
empowered NGOs and activists. All of this unfolded through a shared normative language that gradually
delegitimized authoritarian rule.
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The Helsinki Final Act demonstrates how diplomacy, institutions, and norms can shape international politics
in ways that interact with, but are not reducible to, material power. Its legacy continues to inform debates about

European security, human rights, and the possibilities and limits of cooperative security orders.
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