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The Helsinki Final Act and the 1976 Presidential Election S. B. Snyder

SARAH B. SNYDER

The controversy surrounding the 1975 Helsinki Final Act made it
an enduring issue in the 1976 campaign, and the political backlash
against President Gerald R. Ford damaged his electoral chances.
Ford’s signature of the agreement, his continuation of détente,
and his foreign policy more broadly may not have been decisive
issues in his contests with Ronald Reagan and then Jimmy Carter,
but they certainly were prominent throughout the election. Exam-
ining the influence of the Final Act on Ford’s election campaign
illuminates the extent to which a number of candidates sought to
use popular opposition to the agreement to their advantage.
Furthermore, it reveals how the 1976 presidential candidates, and
Ford in particular, struggled to address growing questions about
détente, human rights, and morality in foreign policy. Ford’s
failure to defend his signature of the Final Act adequately raised
concerns about his foreign policy and personal leadership with the
electorate.

With the benefit of hindsight, scholars increasingly ascribe an important role
to the 1975 Helsinki Final Act in transforming Europe in the latter part of the
Cold War. The agreement, initially dismissed as a concession to the Soviet
Union, eventually proved beneficial to United States interests and is touted
today as one of Gerald Ford’s most significant legacies.1 The immediate
political backlash against Ford’s signature of the agreement, however,
became a lasting and damaging issue for his presidency. It left him vulnerable
to attacks from the right and left, contributing to a tense fight for the Republican
nomination in the primaries and ultimately a losing bid to be elected president.
Ford exacerbated his predicament by failing to communicate the impor-
tance of the Final Act and significantly alienating millions with a glaring mis-
characterisation of the relationship between the Soviet Union and Eastern
Europe at the end of his campaign. Ironically, his principal opponents in
the campaign, first former California governor Ronald Reagan and later
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88 S. B. Snyder

former Georgia governor Jimmy Carter, sharply criticised Ford’s signature of
the agreement but would both strongly advocate its implementation once in
office.

Many political scientists have suggested the 1976 presidential election,
like countless before it, turned on domestic issues.2 Americans polled during
October 1976 overwhelmingly cited economic issues such as inflation and
unemployment as the most important problems facing the country.3 The
salience of these domestic issues played a significant role in the presidential
election, given that voters in 1976 strongly favored the Democrats to tackle
such problems. For example, whereas 49 percent of respondents preferred
Democrats to address inflation, only seven percent favored the Republicans.4

This disparity placed Ford at a considerable disadvantage in his campaign.
Furthermore, Ford’s decision to pardon former United States President Richard
Nixon was an additional obstacle to his electoral chances.5

In this article, I argue the Helsinki Final Act was an enduring issue in
the 1976 campaign.6 Ford’s signature of the agreement, his continuation of
détente, and his foreign policy more broadly may not have been the decisive
issues in his contests with Reagan and then Carter, but they certainly were
prominent throughout the election. Examining the influence of the Helsinki
Final Act on Ford’s election campaign, including his performance in the
second debate, illuminates the extent to which a number of candidates
sought to use popular opposition to the agreement to their advantage.
Furthermore, it reveals how the candidates, and Ford in particular, struggled
to address growing questions about détente, human rights, and morality in
foreign policy. Ford’s failure to defend his signature of the Helsinki Final
Act adequately raised concerns about his foreign policy and personal lead-
ership more broadly among the electorate.

The 1975 Helsinki Final Act was the culmination of three years of nego-
tiations at the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE)
and contained principles governing East–West interactions in Europe. In
addition to reaching an agreement on the inviolability of frontiers, which
was the original impetus for the Soviet desire to hold the conference, the
Helsinki Final Act committed CSCE states to respect human rights and facili-
tate human contacts across East–West borders. The principal line of criticism
against Ford was that the United States had given away too much whilst
requiring little of the Soviets in return. Opposition to Ford’s actions in Hels-
inki lingered into the subsequent year based on two main currents. The first
was rooted in the perception that the Helsinki Final Act legitimised Soviet
domination of Eastern Europe and upset many groups with ties to the
region, in particular Baltic–Americans who were concerned about the agree-
ment’s impact on official United States policy toward Estonia, Latvia, and
Lithuania.7 Polish, Ukrainian, Slovak, Hungarian, Croatian, and other groups
were similarly concerned about the implications of the agreement for Eastern
Europe. In Ford’s view, however, the opposition of many of these groups
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The Helsinki Final Act and the 1976 Presidential Election 89

was based primarily on misinformation: “Some of the ethnic groups like the
Baltic states had the misunderstanding that the language [of the Helsinki Final
Act] drew specific lines that prevented them from getting their independence,
which was totally untrue…they had been misled by individuals who did not
agree with the Accord.”8 Concerns about the agreement remained, and the
Helsinki Final Act became a point of contention between the White House
and Eastern European Americans during Ford’s election campaign.

The second source of criticism was general antagonism to détente,
linkage, or agreements with the Soviets, which was fueled by develop-
ments such as the fighting in Angola, failure to reach a second strategic
arms limitation agreement, and the fall of Saigon. The opposition was
compounded by public relations efforts by Kissinger and Nixon that had
overstated the promise of détente. A large contingent in Congress and the
public disapproved of détente broadly, and the Final Act was perceived
as an outgrowth of Soviet–American rapprochement.9 This created a dou-
ble problem for the administration, as critics of détente rallied against the
CSCE and those opposed to the CSCE joined the broader fight against
détente. A coalition of Republican and Democratic conservatives opposed
to Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s policies, most prominently the
Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT), caused significant domestic prob-
lems for Ford over the course of the 1976 campaign.10 Kissinger in partic-
ular was a flashpoint for criticism and was often blamed for having
pressured Ford to sign the Helsinki Final Act for the sake of preserving
détente. As Ford himself has noted, his staff was partly responsible for
the impression that Helsinki was something that Kissinger had pressed
him to do:

The trouble was that some members of the White House staff didn’t
view Helsinki as a significant accomplishment…They should have
lauded the accord as a victory. Instead they intimated that it was
“another Kissinger deal that was forced down the President’s throat”;
they started making excuses for it and this furthered speculation that the
journey was ill-conceived.11

Those who opposed détente linked their criticism of the CSCE to growing
evidence that the Soviet Union was not fulfilling its Helsinki obligations.
The antagonism was reflected in a range of editorial condemnations of
Soviet repression of human rights activist Andrei Sakharov and other dissi-
dents, especially in the wake of Sakharov’s designation as the 1975 Nobel
Peace Prize winner.12 The Cincinnati Enquirer declared that the Soviets
had, with their actions, “ripped up” the Helsinki Final Act.13 Various other
editorial boards decried the “mockery” and “hollowness” of the Helsinki
Final Act, Soviet “contempt” for its Helsinki commitments, and the “duplicity”
of Soviet actions.14
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90 S. B. Snyder

Additional developments, including two in May 1976, kept the question
of Soviet adherence to the Helsinki Final Act in the news. First, a group of
Soviet citizens decided to form a group, the Public Group to Promote Fulfillment
of the Helsinki Accords in the USSR, devoted to monitoring Soviet compliance
with the Helsinki Final Act.15 Second, several days later Congress voted to
establish a commission charged with measuring implementation of the
agreement by its signatories.16 Further controversy erupted in June 1976 due
to a Rowland Evans and Robert Novak column in which they accused the
Ford administration of putting a deceptively rosy face on Soviet Helsinki
implementation whilst decrying Soviet progress in confidential, diplomatic
channels. The Evans and Novak column and their charge that Ford “either
was ignoring or was unaware of reality” resonated with political observers
as it fed on beliefs that American pursuit of détente had weakened its
resolve against the Soviets.17 The first anniversary of the signing of the
Helsinki Final Act also brought characterisations in the national media that
the agreement was an “unfulfilled promise.”18

Political ambition, especially during a presidential campaign, also
motivated criticism of Ford’s CSCE policy. In the scramble of the 1976 race,
disagreement with the Helsinki Final Act proved politically popular. Some
of the most prominent candidates, including perceived Democratic front-
runner Senator Henry M. Jackson of Washington, were particularly strong in
their opposition. Jackson had spent several years burnishing his image for a
presidential run, including emphasising his interest in the issue of Soviet
human rights abuses and amassing a significant war chest for the
campaign—over $1.1 million. Political columnist Jules Witcover, who chron-
icled the 1976 election campaign in his massive volume Marathon, termed
Jackson “a sort of Democratic secretary of state,” reflecting his stature as by
far the most prominent Democrat on foreign policy issues. Moreover, Jackson
was particularly critical of détente, serving as an unofficial spokesperson for
a group of ideologically like-minded members of Congress, often referred to
as “Jackson Democrats” by the press.19 Known for the Jackson-Vanik
amendment that put Soviet Jewish emigration on the American foreign
policy agenda, Jackson regarded himself as a promoter of democracy and
human rights internationally.20 Jackson was explicitly critical of the decision
to sign the Final Act, which he saw as a retreat by the West. Jackson ques-
tioned the strength of the Helsinki commitments and their chance of being
implemented by Eastern European states.21 Ford’s perceived weakness on
the issue guaranteed Helsinki would be a contentious issue throughout the
campaign.

The circumstances of Ford’s ascension to the presidency left a wide
opportunity to challenge him for the nomination. Although technically an
incumbent, Ford had never run outside of his home district in Michigan,
and there were concerns about how he would fare in a national campaign.
More fundamentally, many conservatives, including Reagan, were frustrated
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The Helsinki Final Act and the 1976 Presidential Election 91

by his policies. In Ford’s view, his decision to go to Helsinki, among other
controversies early in his presidency, made a primary challenge from
Reagan “inevitable.”22

Reagan’s entrance into the race garnered the attention of the media and
a large portion of the Republican Party with his broad critique that Kissinger
was so focused on maintaining détente with the Soviets that he neglected
American national interests. As part of his criticism of Ford’s pursuit of
détente, Reagan opposed the Helsinki Final Act for a number of reasons.
First, Reagan alleged the agreement had “put the American seal of approval
on the Red Army’s Second World War conquests.”23 Second, Reagan was
broadly critical of negotiating with communist countries because, in his
view: “violating agreements is standard operating procedure for commu-
nists.”24 In Reagan’s nationally syndicated radio commentary, he railed
against Soviet failure to adhere to the Helsinki Final Act, criticising the denial
of exit visas in the Soviet Union: “Like yesterday’s newspaper The Helsinki
Pact should be used for wrapping garbage.”25 He also charged Ford with
abandoning human rights. Reagan vowed to change the Soviet–American
relationship if elected: “There is little doubt in my mind that the Soviet Union
will not stop taking advantage of détente until it sees that the American peo-
ple have elected a new President and appointed a new Secretary of State.”26

The persistence of Helsinki as an issue in the 1976 campaign can also
be attributed in part to the eruption of the Sonnenfeldt Doctrine contro-
versy, which raised similar issues regarding the United States relationship
with Eastern Europe. Columnists Rowland Evans and Robert Novak coined
the term in March 1976 when they reported that National Security Council
staff member Helmut C. Sonnenfeldt had made ambiguous remarks about
the relationship between the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, which could
be interpreted to concede Soviet domination there.27 Reagan criticised the
alleged Sonnenfeldt Doctrine, saying it sent a message to Eastern European
people to “give up any claim of national sovereignty and simply become a
part of the Soviet Union.” In response to the controversy, Kissinger rebutted
the underlying charge, declaring, “We do not accept a sphere of influence
of any country, anywhere, and emphatically we reject a Soviet sphere of
influence in Eastern Europe.”28 The storm over the Sonnenfeldt Doctrine,
however, damaged Ford’s image with Eastern European Americans and col-
ored reactions to Ford’s debate performance in the fall.

Some involved in the 1976 presidential campaign have spoken about
the resonance of Reagan’s criticisms of Ford’s foreign policy. They note that
Reagan’s campaign gained momentum as it shifted from a critique on
domestic issues to foreign policy, in particular that Kissinger and Ford were
“soft” on the Soviet Union.29 Reagan’s emphasis on foreign policy may have
improved his numbers as the campaign progressed, especially in the North
Carolina and Florida primaries. His critique also laid the groundwork for
Carter’s attacks on Ford’s foreign policy in the general election.
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92 S. B. Snyder

In response to Reagan’s many criticisms, Ford defended his record and
took steps to redirect the political discourse on Helsinki and his foreign policy.
One administration strategy had been to counter the critique of détente by
redefining it publicly as “containment” of the Soviet Union. In addition,
Kissinger shifted from discussing détente as a “constructive relationship” in
1974 to describing it as a “competitive relationship” in 1976.30 Finally, Ford
gave up and struck the term “détente” from his campaign. In a speech in
Peoria, Illinois, he said explicitly, “We are going to forget the use of the
word détente.”31

Wary that lingering concerns about the Helsinki accords would weaken
Ford’s electoral support, Special Assistant for Ethnic Affairs in the Office of
Public Liaison Myron Kuropas argued that Ford and Kissinger needed to
clarify their stance to leaders of Eastern European ethnic groups.32 Members
of Ford’s staff encouraged more events to assuage different groups still
upset about Helsinki, such as his attendance at Solidarity Day in New York
City to enhance his political support in the Jewish community.33 His
attempts to alleviate Eastern European–American concerns also included
receiving the Ukrainian “Man of the Year” award and accepting the role of
Honorary Patron of ESTO ’76, an Estonian celebration of the American
Bicentennial.34 In addition, Ford appeared before the Polish American Con-
gress national conference in Philadelphia in September 1976 to assert that a
Sonnenfeldt Doctrine did not exist and that the United States was “totally
opposed to spheres of influence.”35

Ford and Reagan endured a lengthy, demanding primary season and
persistently disagreed on foreign policy and the Helsinki Final Act. The race
was so close as the convention approached that Ford had to tolerate the
indignity of acquiescing to a party platform plank that criticised his foreign
policy. Ford was “furious” about the “Morality in Foreign Policy” plank that
Reagan proposed, but some of his advisors suggested that he allow it in
order to avoid drawing further attention to Reagan’s agenda.36 The plank
explicitly criticised détente, Ford’s refusal to invite exiled Russian author
Alexander Solzhenitsyn to the White House, the Helsinki agreement, unilateral
concessions on arms control, and “secret” agreements. The plank specifically
condemned the Helsinki Final Act: “Agreements that are negotiated, such as
the one signed in Helsinki, must not take from those who do not have freedom
the hope of one day gaining it.”37 It also included sharp criticism of
Kissinger, which was intended to inspire Reagan supporters who reviled
Kissinger as well as to embarrass Ford.38 In the balloting at the convention
in Kansas City, Ford won the nomination by 117 votes, but the primary
season and the fight over the party platform indicated how weak his popular
support was and demonstrated his vulnerabilities on a number of issues
including détente and Helsinki. Ford’s fight with Reagan badly damaged his
prospects, and he began the general election down twenty points in the
polls.39
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The Helsinki Final Act and the 1976 Presidential Election 93

Foreign policy, human rights, and the Helsinki Final Act were also
prominent issues in the Democratic nomination contest and would remain
important in the general election campaign. Despite early indications that
Jackson would be a strong contender, as one observer pointed out, “the
Democratic Party’s primary voters were not going to elect an anti-Soviet
hard-liner in 1976.”40 Jackson’s interests and strengths did not fit the needs
of an electorate disillusioned in the aftermath of Vietnam and Watergate and
ready for change. Surprising most political observers, the Democrats instead
turned to Jimmy Carter, a peanut farmer and former Georgia governor, to
lead their party. Carter was seen as an outsider, which appealed to many
who were weary of the Nixon and Ford administrations.

The Carter campaign reprised many of Reagan’s criticisms of Ford’s foreign
policy, with Carter disparaging Ford on a number of counts, including his
ceding control of foreign policymaking to Kissinger, the Sonnenfeldt
Doctrine, and the Helsinki agreement.41 Carter was sharply critical of the
Final Act early in the campaign, saying in March 1976: “At Helsinki, we
signed an agreement approving the takeover of Eastern Europe. I would be
very much tougher in the following years (in negotiations) with the Soviet
Union.”42 At other times, he called Helsinki a “mistake” and declared that
there was “no reason for us to participate in the Helsinki conference.”43

Carter criticised Ford’s signature of the agreement and said it had given the
Soviets a “tremendous diplomatic victory.”44 He was even more explicit in
an infamous Playboy interview, in which he condemned the entire CSCE
negotiations, saying: “I never saw any reason we should be involved in the
Helsinki meetings at all.” He went on to say:

We added the stature of our presence and signature on an agreement,
that, in effect, ratified the take-over of Eastern Europe by the Soviet
Union. We got very little, if anything in return. . . Mr. Brezhnev was able
to celebrate the major achievement of his diplomatic life.45

Carter’s harsh criticism of Ford may surprise some readers who are more
familiar with his later staunch support of Helsinki monitors such as Anatoly
Shcharansky and Yuri Orlov and his administration’s strong stance at the
1977–78 Belgrade CSCE Follow-up Meeting that reviewed implementation
of the Helsinki Final Act.46 Carter’s position on the agreement, however,
clearly evolved over the course of the campaign and his first year in office.

The Carter campaign later shifted to emphasising problems with Helsinki
compliance and alleged that the Ford administration had “looked the other
way” on Soviet failures to implement the Helsinki Final Act fully.47 Scholars
have often attributed this to pressure from Congress and specifically from
the Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe.48 Carter’s closest
foreign policy aide on the campaign and later his National Security Adviser,
Zbigniew Brzezinski, however, had a long record of support for the CSCE.49
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94 S. B. Snyder

Recent scholarship indicates that Brzezinski recognised the value of the
agreement and convinced Carter that he should not criticise the content of
the accord but rather focus on the Ford administration’s reluctance to
pressure the Soviets to adhere to it. In Carter’s new view, the Soviets had
not complied sufficiently with their Basket Three obligations, and the Ford
administration had not pressed the Soviets hard enough on their commit-
ments.50 Reflecting Carter’s position, the Democratic platform read, “We
should continually remind the Soviet Union, by word and conduct, of its
commitments in Helsinki to the free flow of peoples and ideas and of how
offensive we and other free peoples find its violations of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights.”51 Carter integrated complaints about Soviet
nonimplementation of the Helsinki Final Act with an emphasis on human
rights to his campaign.

Carter accentuated human rights as early as the announcement of his
candidacy for the presidency in December 1974, and over time, the protec-
tion of human rights became a central issue in the campaign, spurred not
only by the Helsinki Final Act but by other high-profile developments and a
desire to bring together different wings of the Democratic Party.52 A number
of other factors, some of which were politically beneficial, drove Carter’s
increasing emphasis on human rights over the course of the campaign. First,
from a political expediency perspective, Carter emphasised human rights
because to do so at the time was politically popular.53 In the run-up to the
convention, Carter’s team had recognised that focusing on human rights
was a way to build consensus within the Democratic Party. In the course of
the campaign, Carter saw human rights as an issue that appealed to conser-
vatives who criticised détente as morally bankrupt and liberals concerned
about the morality of United States actions in Vietnam and American support
for right-wing dictators.54 It also strengthened his appeal to ethnic commu-
nities. In an undated memo, his aides wrote: “To groups like the Poles,
Ukrainians…and others human rights is the single most important political
issue in the field of foreign policy…. The issue is of major importance to
groups like the Coalition For a Democratic Majority in the Jackson-Moynihan
wing of the party.”55 Carter wanted to gain political support and re-create
the domestic foreign policy consensus that had allegedly existed after the
Second World War but collapsed in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

In the aftermath of Vietnam, Carter’s support for human rights also
could enhance American international prestige. Brzezinski saw it as impor-
tant for the United States’ place in the world: “I felt strongly that a major
emphasis on human rights…would advance America’s global interests.”56

National Security Council staff member William Odom described Carter’s
human rights policy as “a very pragmatic tactic, to really beat up morally on
the Soviets” in the Cold War.57 Furthermore, Carter was also able to use the
issue to distinguish his agenda from Ford and Kissinger’s foreign policy,
which was increasingly under fire from international and domestic critics.58
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The Helsinki Final Act and the 1976 Presidential Election 95

Third, external actors such as members of Congress, his own advisors,
and other concerned individuals influenced Carter. According to one
observer, Democratic Representative Dante Fascell of Florida played an
important role in Carter’s emphasis on human rights, suggesting talking
points for his inaugural address and urging Carter to shape his discussion of
morality in foreign policy by explicitly addressing human rights issues.59

Other Congressional pressure, especially from the Democratic-controlled
House International Relations Subcommittee on International Organizations,
helped focus attention on the role of human rights in foreign policy.60 Among
his close advisers, Brzezinski’s hostile outlook toward communist govern-
ments in Eastern Europe significantly influenced Carter’s attitude toward the
Soviet Union with regard to human rights and the CSCE.61 Furthermore,
although they had less clout than policymakers, Soviet refuseniks, Soviet
dissidents, and other affected parties collectively shaped the president’s for-
eign policy agenda.62

Beyond political motivations, Carter’s emphasis was fundamentally
grounded in his personal worldview, which included an inner moral
commitment to human rights that then-Supreme Allied Commander in Europe
Alexander Haig termed “evangelical.”63 In addition, Carter firmly believed in
the civil rights movement in the United States, and observers have suggested
that this dedication influenced his support for human rights internationally.64

Carter’s genuine interest in human rights contrasted sharply with Kissinger’s
emphasis on realpolitik. Interestingly, in his criticism of Ford and Kissinger’s
foreign policy, Carter echoed the Reagan campaign’s argument that the
United States needed to incorporate morality into its foreign policy.

Carter’s amended views on human rights, and specifically Basket Three
of the Helsinki agreement, enabled him to capitalise on the circumstances
of the second presidential debate, which focused on foreign policy. In
advance of the debate, Brzezinski had advised Carter to change his
approach to the Final Act. He wrote a memorandum to Carter explaining
how he could put Ford “on the defensive”:

Do not attack the Agreement as a whole. The so-called “Basket III” gives
us the right—for the first time—to insist on respect for human rights
without this constituting interference in the internal affairs of communist
states. . . you should hammer away at the proposition that the Republi-
cans have been indifferent to this opportunity.

Brzezinski also argued that the borders provisions of Basket One were not
necessarily detrimental to U.S. interests.65 In addition, criticising ongoing
Ford policy could be more effective with voters than fixating on a past decision.

The debate, the second of three, was held on October 6 in San Francisco.
Ford’s debate preparation materials show that his staff devoted considerable
time to preparing him for questions on the Helsinki agreement and the
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96 S. B. Snyder

Sonnenfeldt Doctrine.66 Throughout this period, the Ford administration
walked a fine line between defending its signature of the Helsinki Final Act
and criticising the Soviets for not having fully implemented it, revealing
uneasiness about the American CSCE position and setting the stage for com-
plicated questions at the debate.67 A draft answer to charges that the Helsinki
Final Act gave away too much to the Soviets reads, “To say that my policies
accept Soviet domination over Eastern Europe is patent nonsense. The
United States recognises neither spheres of influence nor the hegemony of
any people over another and it never will.”68 Ford, however, would answer
this question far less eloquently at the actual debate. In his memoirs, Press
Secretary Ron Nessen argues that Ford was so coached and prepared to dis-
avow the Sonnenfeldt Doctrine that he ended up denying Soviet domina-
tion of Eastern Europe, as opposed to refuting United States acceptance of
this domination.69 In addition, Ford suggests that he was distracted and
“failed to spend as much time preparing for the second debate as I should
have.”70

At the debate, New York Times Associate Editor Max Frankel asked Ford
to talk about the United States relationship with the USSR, and his questions
amounted to little less than a suggestion that the Soviets were winning the
Cold War. In response, Ford said: “I believe that we have negotiated with
the Soviet Union since I’ve been President from a position of strength.” He
then addressed the portion of Frankel’s question that asked about Helsinki
and the Soviet role in Europe, saying:

Now, what has been accomplished by the Helsinki agreement? Number
one, we have an agreement where they notify us and we notify them of
any military maneuvers that are to be undertaken. They have done it in
both cases where they’ve done so. There is no Soviet domination of
Eastern Europe, and there never will be under the Ford administration.71

Frankel, with a follow-up question, offered Ford an opportunity to clarify
his statement, “Did I understand you to say, sir, that the Russians are not
using Eastern Europe as their own sphere of influence and occupying most
of the countries there and making sure with their groups that it is a Communist
zone?”72 Ford, however, did not realise the need to back-track from his
comments and instead more vehemently asserted his position. He later
wrote that he “failed to recognize” that he was “stepping through a mine-
field.” At the time, he said:

I don’t believe, Mr. Frankel, that the Yugoslavians consider themselves
dominated by the Soviet Union. I don’t believe the Rumanians consider
themselves dominated by the Soviet Union. I don’t believe that the Poles
believe themselves dominated by the Soviet Union.
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When offered the opportunity to rebut, Carter acted quickly: “I would like
to see Mr. Ford convince the Polish–Americans and the Czech–Americans
and Hungarian–Americans in this country that those countries don’t live
under the domination and supervision of the Soviet Union behind the Iron
Curtain.”73 Ford’s answer began a controversy that would stall his campaign
for days and later lead observers to ask if it had cost him the election.

Although not immediately apparent, Ford’s comments would prove
quite damaging to his campaign. Nessen reports that Scowcroft “grimaced,”
but the other staffers and press watching the debate together did not signal
any recognition of a misstep.74 The nation’s editorial pages, on the other
hand, were quick to criticise Ford’s comments, with the Los Angeles Times
asserting that, Ford’s answer represented “either a momentary lapse of reason
or evidence of a profound misunderstanding of one of the most important
world security problems.”75 Michael Raoul-Duval, who worked on Ford’s
debate preparation team, charges the press manufactured the controversy,
highlighting problems with his remarks that otherwise might have escaped
the average television viewer.76 He argues that in the test groups carried out
during the second debate, there was no impact from Ford’s remark on
Poland. In several subsequent test groups, all conducted before respondents
had encountered news reports, they still did not register concern about
Ford’s remark. It was only after 24 hours of media exposure that those
queried developed negative reactions against Ford. Similarly, in an initial
poll by Republican pollster Robert Teeter, respondents indicated that Ford
had won the debate. When polled a day later, however, they picked Carter
61 to 19 percent.77 Pollster George Gallup described Ford’s comments in the
second debate as the “most decisive moment in the campaign.”78 Analyses
of the 1976 debates point to Ford’s statement as the only instance in which
mention of an issue heightened voters’ attention to the subject. Ford’s
misstep, thus, drew voters’ focus again to the controversy over the Helsinki
Final Act, broadening the portion of voters focused on and concerned about
Helsinki-related issues.79

Ford’s debate gaffe was a factor in his electoral defeat, taking its toll in
particular in several days of campaign momentum.80 The controversy resur-
rected questions about his control of foreign policy and complaints that
Kissinger led him too far toward détente, Helsinki, and other policies. The
blunder also damaged Ford because it reinforced the charge made by
Reagan and Carter that his mental abilities were not at the presidential level,
as Ford’s mistake suggested he was out of touch with the realities of European
foreign relations.81 This theme was significant because it fit with the public
perceptions of Ford as at times clumsy and bumbling. United States President
Lyndon Johnson had once famously remarked, “Jerry Ford is so dumb he
can’t fart and chew gum at the same time.”82

In addition, by failing immediately to admit his mistake, Ford
allowed the issue to fester, raising further questions about his abilities
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and stalling his campaign.83 Raoul-Duval acknowledged in retrospect that
it was an error not to push Ford to tackle the issue immediately.84 Ford’s
staff tried to minimise the fallout, but he let significant time pass, espe-
cially for the final weeks of a presidential campaign, before adequately
addressing his gaffe. In White House Chief of Staff Dick Cheney’s words
at the time, “[Ford] is stubborn. He doesn’t want to clean it up.”85 Cheney,
campaign staffer Stu Spencer, Scowcroft, and Raoul-Duval all met with
the press to try to set the record straight on Ford’s understanding of the
situation in Eastern Europe, but the press was not satisfied with his staff’s
attempted clarifications.86 Ford’s aides convinced him to address the
problem to some extent in a speech at University of Southern California
the morning after the debate; at their instigation, he said, “Last night in
the debate I spoke of America’s firm support for the aspirations for inde-
pendence of the nations of Eastern Europe. The United States has never
conceded and never will concede their domination by the Soviet
Union.”87

As Carter continued to draw attention to the issue, Ford’s staff worried
that his debate comments could damage their candidate’s support, particu-
larly in Illinois and other northern industrial states heavily populated with
ethnic voters.88 Carter had recognised the opportunity to criticise Ford’s
record immediately, saying that the Helsinki agreement “may have been a
good agreement at the beginning,” but that under the Ford administration
“we have failed to enforce” it.89 Furthermore, in Salt Lake City after the
debate, Carter said that Ford had “disgraced our country by claiming that
Eastern Europe is free of the domination of the Soviet Union…It either
introduces ignorance on Mr. Ford’s part or he stated something he knew not
to be true.”90 Having discovered the value of the Helsinki Final Act as an
issue in the campaign, Carter pledged that if elected president, he would
move human rights and Helsinki implementation to the top of his agenda
with the Soviet Union.91

Ford had a subsequent opportunity to clear up the controversy when
asked about his opinion on “Communist rule” in Eastern Europe the next
day at a breakfast in Los Angeles. In his response, Ford referred to Soviet
domination of Poland as an “allegation,” a characterisation that only exacer-
bated his problem as the press jumped on this new comment. Nessen’s deputy
John Carlson characterised the reaction of reporters at the nearby press cen-
ter who had just heard Ford’s remarks as “wild.” He said, “The reporters are
racing around the press room, laughing and playing their tapes over and
over and filing bulletins saying the president put his foot even deeper into
his mouth!”92

That afternoon Cheney and Spencer convinced Ford that he had only
worsened his situation and needed to correct the record with the press to
end the distracting and damaging issue. Therefore Ford read a statement
that said:
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Perhaps I could have been more precise in what I said concerning
Soviet domination of Poland. I, fortunately, had the opportunity of being
in Poland in 1975. . . I recognize that there are Polish—or in Poland
there are Soviet divisions, but anybody who has looked straight in the
eye at thousands of fine Polish people knows that their desire for liberty
and freedom is just as great as the desire for liberty and freedom of the
American people.

It is tragic that the Soviet Union does have some divisions in Poland.
It is a tragedy that I hope in the future the Poles will be able to find
another solution because the unquenchable spirit of the Polish people is
something that I admire and respect.

I join the Polish Americans in this country who know that their ancestral
home is the home that where for centuries there was freedom, and we
want freedom for their relatives and their loved ones and their people in
the land that they came from.93

Ford’s disavowal did not stop the Carter campaign’s attacks. Carter,
referencing failed 1968 presidential candidate George W. Romney’s poor
choice of words, said shortly thereafter, “Apparently when Mr. Ford went to
Poland as happened to Mr. Romney last time, he was brainwashed.”94

Furthermore, Vice Presidential candidate Walter Mondale raised Ford’s com-
ments in his debate with Senator Robert Dole, Ford’s running mate.
Mondale termed Ford’s original statement to be “one of the most outrageous
statements made by a President in recent political history.” He also used the
opportunity to draw a distinction between the Ford administration’s attitude
toward compliance with the Helsinki Final Act and how Carter would press
the issue if elected, “we would push that part of the Helsinki accord known
as Basket Three, which requires much more opening up, in people-to-people
contact, and informational contact.”95

Ford’s answer raised further concerns about his leadership with
ethnic interest groups such as the Polish American Congress whose
president Aloysius Mazewski called the White House for clarification
after the debate. He said, “Our people do usually vote Democratic, but
we were aware that many of them were not enthusiastic about Carter
and were going to vote for President Ford. I think that many of them
will go back to the Democratic side now.”96 Viktor Viksins of the
Captive Nations Committee expressed the bewilderment of many when
he remarked, “There are no free countries in Eastern Europe and the
President should be the first to know that.”97 After Ford’s partial retrac-
tions, he set out to mend relationships with different Eastern European
leaders such as Mazewski whom he called from Air Force One to try to
resolve the situation, apologising for the “misunderstanding.”98 Yet,
others such as Lev Dobriansky, president of the Congress of Ukrainians
in the United States, were not placated and threw their support from
Ford to Carter.99
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Despite Ford’s efforts to clarify the meaning of his remarks, staffers
believed that given the close proximity of Election Day, more steps needed
to be taken. Assistant to the President for Public Liaison William J. Baroody
arranged a week’s worth of events to try to defuse the outcry, including a
meeting with Eastern European leaders, a speech, and a bill signing
ceremony, all intended to appease Eastern European concerns.100 To stem
the criticism “every conceivable East European ethnic group was invited to
the White House, and there were countless meetings and ceremonies with
Hungarians, Poles, Czechs, and so forth,” according to William Hyland of
the National Security Council.101 Ford met with Eastern European leaders on
October 12 and conceded: “The original mistake was mine. I did not
express myself clearly—I admit it.”102

Nonetheless, some analysts think Ford’s debate gaffe damaged his
standing with ethnic interest groups and Eastern European Americans who
were particularly focused on foreign policy toward Eastern Europe.
Although the Democratic Party, with its strong support of labor unions and
political base in northern urban centers, traditionally won a greater share of
the ethnic vote, Nixon had garnered 52 percent of the Catholic vote in the
1972 election, a sharp increase over the 33 percent he won in 1968. These
numbers reflect more than a weak Democratic candidate in 1972 but also a
growing conservatism among ethnic voters. White, ethnic voters in the
North were shifting away from the Democratic Party to the Republicans in
reaction against busing, integration, changing neighborhoods, unemploy-
ment, affirmative action, the counterculture, high taxes, and feminism,
among other factors. In contrast to Nixon in 1972, Ford won only 41
percent. According to a New York Times-CBS poll, between September 6
and mid-October, Carter gained 15 percentage points among Americans
with ties to Eastern Europe, indicating concern among that group about
Ford’s record. Ford’s numbers in the East European community recovered
somewhat by Election Day, but his campaign was damaged by the debate
controversy as it deprived him of important momentum and resurrected
lingering concerns about his mental fitness.103

In the end, Ford lost the election as a result of many factors including
the Helsinki Final Act.104 In addition to the controversy surrounding Helsinki
and the perceived imbalance in the Soviet–American détente relationship,
other foreign policy issues such as the specter of Panamanian sovereignty
over the canal and the situations in Angola and Rhodesia were debated during
the campaign. Domestic controversies such as Watergate and Ford’s subse-
quent pardon of Nixon, however, were far more significant as they created
lingering bitterness toward Ford throughout his time in office. Carter, with
his outsider persona, was able to capitalise on voter fatigue with the scandals
of the Nixon and Ford administrations. Finally, polling evidence demon-
strates economic problems such as inflation and unemployment weighed
heavily on voters’ minds and were decisive in the election, as the public
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The Helsinki Final Act and the 1976 Presidential Election 101

believed the Democrats were better suited to alleviate the country’s
economic woes.

Examining the enduring influence of the Helsinki Final Act on the 1976
presidential election offers an important contribution to the debate surround-
ing why presidential candidates devote such attention to foreign policy
issues despite evidence that few elections are decided on those questions. As
this article has shown, foreign policy and the controversy surrounding the
Helsinki agreement were indeed significant issues in the 1976 campaign.
Ford had an opportunity to benefit from the Helsinki Final Act, but he was
unable to frame his agreement to the accord’s terms in the context of height-
ened interest in human rights, as Carter would later do. Instead, Ford’s
inability to identify and explain the potential value of the Helsinki Final Act
weakened his standing with the electorate.105 Furthermore, Ford did not
effectively rebut charges that his pursuit of détente with the Soviet Union
constituted an immoral foreign policy. These failures were manifested most
dramatically in Ford’s second debate performance but colored the elector-
ate’s view of his leadership throughout the campaign. Only in retrospect,
long after the campaign had been lost, would Ford comment that he was
“prouder than ever to have signed the Helsinki accords” because they “were
a major factor in bringing about the human rights revolt in Poland, Czecho-
slovakia, [and] Hungary and current ramifications in the Soviet Union.”106

Under Carter, the Helsinki Final Act, which had proved so controversial
with lawmakers, Eastern European ethnic interest groups, and the American
public during the Ford administration quickly became a centerpiece of his
administration’s emphasis on human rights in foreign policy. Carter’s
election strengthened United States CSCE policy and the overall significance
of the Helsinki process to the Cold War. Then, as he had in his 1976 fight
against Ford, Reagan criticised United States participation in the CSCE and
the Helsinki Final Act during his 1980 campaign against Carter. Yet, once in
office, Reagan and his administration recognised the Helsinki process could
be an effective tool in its contest with the East, much as Carter had four
years previously. Thus, the Reagan administration cemented Carter’s trans-
formation of the United States role within the CSCE and pursued policies in
line with Carter’s strategy throughout Reagan’s presidency. The conversion
of the CSCE and the Helsinki Final Act from a political liability to a heralded
force in an East–West relationship was essential to the later influence of the
Helsinki process on the end of the Cold War.
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