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L
ouis Decazes, duc de Glücksberg, is not a name with which either

students or practitioners of contemporary diplomacy might be ex-

pected to be familiar. Even in his day, when foreign minister of

France in the mid-1870s, he was overshadowed by his more able and col-

ourful contemporaries—figures such as the Prince Gorchakov and the

Prince von Bismarck. Nevertheless, Decazes is worth recalling because of

his early recognition of the importance of knowledge management for

the making and conduct of an effective foreign policy. In February 1874,

just three years after France’s catastrophic defeat in its war with Prussia,

Decazes, probably under the influence of his private secretary, the histo-

rian Albert Sorel, instituted a commission to oversee the administration

of France’s diplomatic archives. The Commission des Archives

Diplomatiques, a body composed of academics, archivists and former and

serving diplomats, was required to ensure that the information contained

in France’s diplomatic records was put to the proper service of the French

state in its hour of need. To this end Decazes insisted that they seek out

documents for publication. His concern, he stressed, was neither with

satisfying the curiosity of historians, nor with meeting the propaganda

requirements of politicians, but with providing publications which would

encompass a “real diplomatic education”. He concluded:

What Decazes wanted was volumes of documents—despatches, let-

ters and memoranda—which would in effect serve in the first instance as

manuals for the education of diplomats, and secondly as works for the

In thus furnishing the servants of France with the

means to fathom the details and processes of that

policy which has created and consolidated our great-

ness, we shall give them, not only models to follow,

but also the possibility of taking up again a task

which has for too long been abandoned, or, at least,

a tradition for too long interrupted.2
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enlightenment of the French public in the ways of diplomacy. France

would regain its former position in Europe by learning from its past.

France was not, of course, the first country to begin the publication of

selections of its diplomatic correspondence. Nor was Decazes the first

Frenchman to believe that the examination and interpretation of docu-

ments should be fundamental to an education in diplomacy. Alexandre

d’Hauterive, an early nineteenth-century French diplomat, who, as keeper

of the foreign ministry archives, helped organise a diplomatic school within

the archives, argued that new entrants to the service should learn their

craft by attempting to construct from documentary sources brief histo-

ries of developments in France’s foreign relations.3 Elsewhere in Europe,

where no provision was made for the formal schooling of diplomats, it

was generally assumed that junior attachés would acquire the art of draft-

ing and imbibe the wisdom of their elders through their long engage-

ment in the drudgery of copying, cyphering, decyphering, docketing and

registering of despatches and telegrams. The reading of such correspond-

ence was expected to introduce them to the practice and principles of

diplomacy, and enable them to grasp the economic and political interests

of the states they served.4 Practice may not have made perfect diplomats.

But it may have made for better diplomatic practice.

Whether the documents which the Quai d’Orsay began publishing

in the 1880s, French diplomatic correspondence of the seventeenth and

eighteenth centuries, had any significant influence on the foreign policy

of the Third Republic is not easy to assess. The political geography of

Europe had changed, but the methods employed by de Lionne, de la Motte

Goulas and Choiseul, may not have been wholly irrelevant to the prob-

lems faced by their Gambettist successors. It is also worth remembering

that Gabriel Hanotaux, who was foreign minister in the mid-1890s, was

biographer of Richelieu, and both he and Raymond Poincaré, who pre-

sided over France’s entry into the First World War, were active members

of the Commission des Archives Diplomatiques. Yet, few editors of modern

series of diplomatic documents, whatever their association with their re-

spective foreign ministries, seem to see their work as primarily aimed at

assisting the formation and instruction of aspiring ambassadors. Quite

apart from any personal satisfaction that my colleagues and I may derive

from editing Documents on British Policy Overseas (DBPO), we are not
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nearly so concerned with the education of diplomats as with contributing

to the promotion of an informed public debate on British foreign policy.

That is not to say that our publications could not serve as useful intro-

ductions to modern diplomatic methods and practices. Our two latest

volumes, one documenting Anglo-Soviet relations in the period 1968-72,

and the other covering the Conference on Security and Cooperation in

Europe from 1972 until 1975, could well prove especially useful in this

respect.5 The subject matter of the volumes still retains a certain relevance

for contemporary international relations, and many of the documents

afford valuable insights into diplomatic practices and procedures and of-

fer models for the formulation of arguments. Certainly the CSCE vol-

ume provides much information on how the technique of multilateral

diplomacy can be adapted to serve national ends. And, on a more general

note, the teaching of international politics or relations can become a bar-

ren activity when totally divorced from material evidence in the form of

documents.

Published collections of diplomatic documents have, however, to be

approached with caution. They are by their nature selections. Not only

do their compilers, the editors, exercise choice in deciding which indi-

vidual documents should make up the collection; they may also decide

on the issues to be so documented, and the periods and geographical ar-

eas to be covered. Editors may have complete freedom of access to archi-

val sources. They may also, as I do, have considerable freedom in decid-

ing which documents to publish.6 Yet, while they may be free from offi-

cial influences and wedded to objectivity, they are unlikely to be able to

put aside their own peculiar academic interests, their presumptions and

even sometimes their prejudices. Their selection is almost certainly bound

to reflect their current perspectives. The first major published series of

British diplomatic documents were produced very largely in response to

the post-1919 debate on the origins of the First World War, and since that

war was perceived in Britain mainly as an Anglo-German conflict whose

immediate origins were primarily European, the editors, G.P. Gooch and

H.V. Temperley, tended to focus in their selection very much upon those

developments affecting the deterioration of relations between Britain and

Germany in the pre-war era. Yet in so doing they may well stand accused

of having failed to give sufficient weight in their documentation to the

extra-European rivalries that continued to beset Britain’s relations with
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France and Russia and which might, had war not broken out in 1914,

have led to increased tensions between Britain and Russia in Asia and

possibly an Anglo-Russian war. In this and other respects, the editors were

guided in their choice of documents more by what had happened than by

what might have happened, and in so doing they assisted in defining the

period and setting the agenda for historians of British foreign policy.

Our two latest volumes of British documents and another to be pub-

lished this year, covering the Mutual and Balanced Force Reductions

(MBFR) talks in Vienna and other aspects of détente in the mid-1970s,

owe their existence neither to any perceived need to defend British policy,

nor to any public demand for documents relating to a particular crisis or

international conflict. The decision was taken in 1994 to recommence

publishing Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) records from the

closed period, i.e. those documents which would, under our thirty-year

rule, otherwise be unavailable to the public. It had, in fact, always been

within the remit of the editors of DBPO to publish documents less than

thirty years old. That had been expected of the original editorial team.

But the series had fallen behind in its publishing program, and since the

end of the Cold War seemed to make more recent issues less sensitive

than they might once have been, the opportunity presented itself to carry

the series into the 1970s and possibly the 1980s. The government was

committed to more “open government”, and we felt that if we were going

to carry the series into the next century it would make sense to jump into

the deep-end of the archival pool and make a splash. Yet, in choosing

what subjects to cover we were also influenced by a desire to look at a

period of political change, and in the case of the CSCE volume at an

aspect of multilateral diplomacy which would permit the further explo-

ration of Britain’s relations with its allies and partners in Europe and

North America and its attitudes towards the Soviet Union in an era of

détente. The CSCE seemed to represent a watershed in the Cold War in

Europe. Indeed, in 1975 the Helsinki Final Act was regarded by many as

symbolising the end of the Cold War. Some doubted this: one British

diplomat described the negotiations as “Cold War by other means”. And

although détente now looks more like a stage of cold war, rather than a

break between two separate cold wars, it did, particularly in the form of

CSCE, afford opportunities for transcending long-established divisions

in Europe.
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There are other parallel volumes in preparation. In addition to

MBFR, we are working on a volume covering British policy in the Medi-

terranean and southern Europe during the mid-1970s, an era when con-

flict and radical political change seemed to expose NATO’s vulnerable

southern flank, and we are preparing other new volumes on the Far East,

southern Africa, and Berlin. But quite apart from the decisions editors

may take with regard to the choice of themes, readers have also to reckon

with those relating to the selection of particular documents for inclusion

in volumes. The CSCE volume contains some 143 documents printed in

full, with footnote references to five or six hundred more. This, however,

is only a fraction of the files consulted. The volume covers three and a

half years of multilateral diplomacy which dealt with issues ranging from

divided families to divided nations, and the FCO records of the negotia-

tions are vast. As editor, I sought after documents which would best tell

the story, and documents which were particularly significant, either be-

cause they accurately reflected official thinking on the negotiations, or

because the advice and analysis they offered affected the decision-mak-

ing process. Yet, I was also bound to ask myself whose story I was telling.

Any selection of documents is, after all, bound to be in some respects an

interpretation. Then too, there is the question of whether or not to in-

clude a document because it offers contrary advice, or an opinion not

generally shared by other ministers or officials. To omit is in one sense to

suppress, but to include such a paper in a volume may involve giving

excessive weight to views which were of little consequence.

These, of course, are all essentially editorial problems, of interest to

historians, but probably only of marginal concern to diplomatic readers

of the published record. But the diplomat, no less than the historian, must

be mindful of the various interpretations that can be placed on individual

documents. The papers published in our CSCE volume consist of corre-

spondence between the FCO and missions abroad (i.e. despatches, let-

ters and telegrams) and internal Office briefing papers, memoranda, min-

utes and submissions. They contain instructions to diplomats, reports on

conversations and particular developments, and analysis and advice on

policy matters. Yet, however accurate the reporting, however clear the

analysis, and however sound the arguments a document deploys, the

reader has to ask several pertinent questions about it before he can appre-

ciate its value. What, for instance, were the document’s origins? Who
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drafted it? Who sent it? Who received it? Who read it? And what action

did it inspire? In the case of the documents contained in our CSCE vol-

ume, we have usually been able to identify those responsible for drafting

internal FCO papers and outgoing despatches and telegrams. It has been

less easy to do this in the case of correspondence sent from posts abroad

since telegrams and despatches are usually signed off by ambassadors or

other heads of mission. But, in any event, it is always necessary to bear in

mind not just what has been reported, but what may not have been re-

ported, and the extent to which a paper may have been drafted with the

express purpose of influencing particular recipients. A diplomat might,

for example, offer radical advice more with a view to stimulating debate

than provoking action. Arguments deployed in conference and recorded

in despatches may be only a partial reflection of policy. They may, after

all, have been deliberately designed with a view to learning more about

the negotiating strategy and tactics of the other side.

Context has also to be taken into account. No diplomatic document

can be fully understood or evaluated without consideration being given

to the economic, political and social circumstances prevailing at the time

of drafting. The British historian, G.M. Young, once dismissed diplo-

matic history as, the story of “what one clerk said to another clerk”.7 There

was an element of truth in this. The sheer quantity of diplomatic docu-

mentation available can make for dull history—history which simply re-

produces or summarises exchanges amongst ministers and officials. Such

works once gave diplomatic history a bad name. But, in truth, few diplo-

matic historians have failed to recognise that a proper appreciation of the

past conduct of international relations is impossible without an aware-

ness of those developments in domestic politics, which may be only briefly

touched upon in foreign ministry records. The problem from the histori-

an’s point of view is that diplomats very often omit from their correspond-

ence that which is obvious to the recipients of their communications. They

may report in detail on the conditions in the countries in which they are

resident. There is, however, rarely need for them to comment upon do-

mestic developments in the country they represent. Thus only occasion-

ally do the documents in our CSCE volume even hint at that sense of

relative economic and political decline that was so prevalent in Britain

throughout much of the 1970s. Indeed, the two British general elections

of 1974 and the transition from the Conservative government of Edward
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Heath to the Labour government of Harold Wilson seemed to require no

more than an explanatory footnote. There are hardly any references in

these documents to the industrial and inflationary problems that beset

the British economy in this period, and only rarely do they make any

mention of the energy crisis of 1973/4 which ended more than a quarter

of a century of steady economic growth in Western Europe and North

America. Only in one document is there a hint of the doubts evidently

felt by some British diplomats about their country’s future international

role. In a round-up despatch dealing with the multilateral preparatory

talks at Helsinki, which preceded the opening of Stage I of the CSCE

negotiations, Anthony Elliott, the UK Head of Delegation, observed al-

most in Achesonian terms: “If Britain is not to be a major European Power

in the context of the CSCE, she can hardly hope to be a Power anywhere.”8

Elliott’s words were particularly pertinent since, despite initial fears

on the part of British diplomats that the conference could all too easily

help consolidate the Soviet hold upon East/Central Europe, impede the

further economic and political integration of Western Europe, and weaken

the Atlantic alliance, they soon found in the CSCE a vehicle by which to

achieve a closer working relationship with their new found partners in

the European Community in the framing of a common foreign policy.

They also discovered in the mechanisms of the conference a means of

broadening the agenda of East/West détente beyond the notion of easing

tension between rival blocs, and of compelling the Russians to discuss

such hitherto taboo issues as human contacts and the freer dissemination

of information. And in this context there are perhaps three aspects of this

volume which should be of especial interest to any newcomer to diplo-

macy. All three relate to multilateral diplomacy and might most conven-

iently be designated: procedures, method and form.

Diplomats have long known that before any international conference can

assemble four things have first to be settled: (1) who are to be the partici-

pants; (2) where it is to meet; (3) when it is to meet; and (4) what is to be

discussed. But, as has become increasingly apparent during the twentieth

century, successful multilateral diplomacy also depends on prior agree-

ment on how what is to be discussed is to be discussed, i.e. there has to be

an understanding on the conference agenda and procedures. For all 35

participants in the CSCE procedure was important. That is why it took
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more than six months to settle on the agenda and the committee struc-

ture of what became Stage II, the negotiating stage, of the CSCE. Indeed,

the multilateral preparatory talks, which began in November 1972 and

ended in June 1973, became a conference in their own right—one reason

for devoting an entire chapter of the CSCE volume to the subject. As

these documents reveal, the British, along with their allies and partners,

feared that unless there was a prior understanding on a detailed agenda,

and on how that agenda was to be tackled, the CSCE could easily be-

come a talking shop. It might then provide the Soviet Union with what it

desired—an international endorsement of the political and territorial status

quo in Europe—but leave the West with no more than a few general dec-

larations on pan-European cooperation. Western public opinion might

then be encouraged to believe that since the Cold War was over defence

budgets could be slashed and alliances dismantled. And if Western gov-

ernments were to gain anything from the conference then it must be in

the form of provisions which would allow for greater contact between

individuals on both sides of the European divide and for the freer ex-

change of ideas and information. Détente would have to be about rela-

tions between peoples as well as between states. The West therefore looked

towards the preparation of an agenda which would allow their delegates

the opportunity to raise points of detail relating to such matters as rights

of Western journalists to travel and report in Eastern Europe and the

Soviet Union, the rights of individuals to travel abroad, and their right of

access to foreign books and newspapers. This meant having not just an

agenda, but detailed mandates for each of the committees and sub-com-

mittees into which the conference would be divided for working pur-

poses.9

In seeking terms of reference for the committees and sub-commit-

tees Western delegates met with considerable resistance from their War-

saw Pact counterparts. And the story told in the documents contained in

Chapter I of our CSCE volume is that of how essentially procedural de-

cisions were taken to overcome Soviet opposition to the kind of negotiat-

ing program the West desired. The crucial breakthrough came in Janu-

ary 1973, when two neutral delegations, those of Austria and Switzer-

land, took the initiative. The Austrians recommended the grouping of

agenda items in four baskets, and, with Western encouragement, the Swiss

prepared a catalogue of proposed elements of negotiation and grouped
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these in separate, but unnamed baskets. One of these, Basket III, included

all those items relating to human contacts, culture and information which

Western governments wished to see subject to negotiation.10 Meanwhile,

the Russians, apparently with a view to increasing the momentum of the

talks, signalled their readiness to discuss draft assignments for Stage II

committees (or commissions), and then proceeded to table these for com-

mittees on each of the four baskets. They nonetheless continued to op-

pose the drafting of terms of reference for individual sub-committees,

although they did indicate that they might eventually acquiesce in the

subdivision of assignments according to subject matter.11

This, in effect led to another procedural innovation—what might

best be termed “bottom-up diplomacy”. It had long been recognised that

the West, once faced with even a provisionally agreed agenda and brief

descriptions of committees’ tasks, would be in a weak bargaining posi-

tion to seek agreement on terms of reference and the establishment of

sub-committees for an effective Stage II. Elliott therefore recommended

that they start the drafting process “from the bottom up”, considering

individual subjects in each basket, seeking agreed formulations for each

of them, and building up a number of smaller subject areas correspond-

ing to sub-committees and finally complete agenda items.12 In time this

was accepted by all the delegations at Helsinki, and following the estab-

lishment of working and mini-groups the talks acquired a flexible or-

ganisational structure which Western representatives, very often supported

by neutral and non-aligned delegations, were able to turn to their advan-

tage in the preparation of the Final Recommendations which would serve

as the basis for Stage II negotiations.13

The negotiating tactics, or diplomatic method, adopted by Western

delegations at Helsinki also played a large part in helping them to secure

their objectives. The close cooperation which developed between the del-

egations representing the nine EC countries, and the newly-established

mechanisms of European Political Cooperation, were particularly im-

portant in this respect. The maintenance of both allied unity and the

sympathy and support of neutral and non-aligned delegations was vital

in resisting Soviet pressure for the drafting of more restrictive texts cover-

ing future negotiations on Basket III issues. The Soviet delegation only

began to show signs of movement when it became apparent that, if they

were to have a conference at all, they would first have to agree to
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negotiate on the human contacts issues the West wanted to debate. And

for Western delegates to Stage II of the CSCE, which began in Geneva in

the autumn of 1973 and continued until the summer of 1975, it was equally

important to ensure that nothing was conceded in Committee I, the com-

mittee charged with examining principles guiding relations amongst par-

ticipants, before progress had been made on Basket III issues in Commit-

tee III. It was initially assumed in the West that it would be far easier to

draft a set of principles—principles which would include a declaration

on the inviolability of frontiers, a notion much favoured by the East—

than it would be to prepare texts on such complex human rights issues as

family reunification. Hence Western diplomats were very much aware of

the fact that they might have to slow-up progress in Committee I in order

to ensure that they were in a stronger bargaining position to secure what

they wanted in Committee III.14

What emerged, and what we have tried to document in this volume,

was a method of diplomacy that might best be described as competing

procrastination. And one of the chief characteristics of the CSCE negoti-

ating marathon was long periods of deadlock when little or no progress

was made—and, from an editor’s point of view, documenting deadlock

can be a very deadly business. Sir John Killick, Britain’s ambassador in

Moscow until the autumn of 1973, nicely summarised British and West-

ern negotiating strategy when he wrote: “we must play it as long and as

hard in the Commissions as necessary, and I only hope the

Americans…will not join the Russians in pressing for speed. It is we who

must exploit Brezhnev’s sense of urgency and desire for a concluding

‘summit’ in order to drive hard bargains.”15 Killick’s reference to the

Americans was far from irrelevant. In the early 1970s British diplomats

were more than a little apprehensive about super-power “bilateralism” in

the search for East/West détente and what some regarded as the emer-

gence of a Washington/Moscow axis. Along with the representatives of

other Western European governments they feared that President Nixon

and his Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger, might well be prepared to

sacrifice European interests for the sake of a broader understanding with

the Russians. They had some reason to be concerned, especially when,

during a visit by President Nixon to Moscow in July 1974, he and Brezhnev

announced that they favoured the early conclusion of the CSCE, and a

Stage III of the conference at summit level.16 This ran completely counter
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to Western strategy, which had so far aimed at delaying Stage III until the

West had achieved what they wanted, and at making Brezhnev pay for a

summit with concessions in Basket III.

Kissinger, in fact, never seems to have taken CSCE particularly seri-

ously, at least until he got down to writing his monograph on diplomacy

and the last volume of his memoirs.17 But as these works demonstrate,

perspective can have a devastating impact upon even the most academic

of diplomatic memories. It seemed to British diplomats that Kissinger

believed that more liberal practices in the eastern bloc countries could

not be induced by direct pressure, but would come about as a natural

concomitant of détente in inter-governmental relations. He appeared in

their eyes not to understand the genuinely idealistic element in the West-

ern European approach to CSCE, and that like “his hero Metternich, [he

wanted] stability and detente . . . for their own sake”.18 In the end, how-

ever, the Western Europeans withstood American pressure for the early

tabulation of a list of their minimum objectives in Basket III, and taking

advantage both of waning public interest in the West in détente in gen-

eral and the CSCE in particular, and Brezhnev’s evident desire to wind-

up the conference with a summit meeting in the spring/summer of 1975,

they were able to go some way towards achieving their objectives in Bas-

ket III without making too many sacrifices elsewhere. Their gains were

limited, but they had at least achieved a locus standi for future involve-

ment in the internal affairs of Eastern Europe.

But the Western Europeans were not alone in adopting methods

appropriate to the multilateral marathon that the CSCE proved to be.

The British documents also demonstrate that some of the smaller powers

were able to use (or misuse) the consensus rule that applied in the CSCE

to their advantage. On one memorable occasion during the preparatory

talks the delegates of Liechtenstein were instrumental in compelling the

Soviet Union and its allies to provide a detailed defence of their policy

towards human and cultural contacts.19 And Malta, a small country which

figures large in some pages of this volume, was capable of bringing all

progress towards the conclusion of the conference to a standstill when in

the summer of 1975 its prime minister, Dom Mintoff, made a successful

bid to secure reference in a CSCE Mediterranean Declaration to a less-

ening of tensions in the area and a reduction of armed forces in the re-

gion. Indeed on the evening of 10 July 1975, when Stage II was drawing
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to its close, all the delegates at the conference were left to sit round in rage

and humiliation before learning that Mintoff was “in bed with a slight

fever, and could not discuss the question until he had held further con-

sultations”.20 The disruptive capacity of small states in multilateral diplo-

macy can never be ignored.

Alex Sceberras Trigona remarked in his paper published in the pro-

ceedings of last year’s conference on Knowledge and Diplomacy that the

traditional method of assessment of diplomatic documents as, for exam-

ple, procès-verbaux, protocols and treaties did not really contribute much

to knowledge. “It is”, he observed, “superficial as it only treats diplomatic

documents at face value. Students emerge all the poorer for it, obsessed

with form for form’s sake.”21 Yes, of course, but! In one important sense

Dr Sceberras Trigona is right. The contents of a document, its substance,

is usually far more important than the form it takes. And where a docu-

ment is an internal communication—a record of a meeting, a message

from one official to another or to a minister—it would hardly seem to

matter whether it is called a memorandum, a minute, a note or a submis-

sion. Yet where international agreements are concerned it would hardly

do to equate an exchange of notes with a memorandum of understand-

ing, or a declaration with a treaty. Form matters in these cases because

form frequently establishes, or at any rate reflects, the nature of the obli-

gation entered into and the degree of commitment involved, whether the

engagement be moral, political or ultimately legal.

Throughout the CSCE the form of the documents the participants

would finally adhere to was a key issue. The British were from the start

determined that the documents comprised in what became the Helsinki

Final Act should not have a legal status (i.e. that they should not consti-

tute a treaty). The reasoning behind this was fairly straightforward: (1)

they did not want to set up what could amount to a regional system of

international law peculiarly applicable to Europe; (2) the matters dealt

with in the CSCE went beyond the competence of individual Western

governments and would in some cases have required secondary legisla-

tion if the document signed were a treaty; and (3) if the Final Act were to

have legal status it would probably have required many more years nego-

tiation. It was also important to Western governments that the documents

covered by the Final Act should have an internal balance, and that they

should be regarded as having equal value. The Soviet leadership appeared
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to want to give the Declaration of Principles pride of place. For their part,

the Western countries and the neutrals and non-aligned insisted that the

contents of documents dealing with confidence building measures, eco-

nomic cooperation and humanitarian, information, cultural and educa-

tion matters had equal significance.22

It was also important for Western delegations that the Declaration

of Principles should not be seen as consecrating the political and territo-

rial status quo in Europe. They were especially concerned about Soviet

pressure for the inclusion in the Declaration of Principles of a provision

recognising the “inviolability of frontiers” which might be interpreted as

meaning the “immutability of frontiers”. This was, of course, a matter of

particular concern to the West Germans, who were anxious that the dec-

laration should also allow for the peaceful change of frontiers. Differ-

ences between East and West over this issue resulted in a long and acri-

monious debate, conducted very largely in Committee I, and the even-

tual inclusion in the principle dealing with the sovereign rights of states

of a phrase to the effect that frontiers could be changed “in accordance

with international law, by peaceful means, and by agreement”.23 The Brit-

ish played a prominent, though far from decisive, role in this debate. This

may seem surprising. But the British were reluctant to accept any provi-

sion which might seem to imply that frontiers were set in concrete. They

were also opposed to any phraseology which might seem to inhibit closer

union and the eventual abolition of frontiers within the European Com-

munity. But tactics were probably more important. Western delegates had

initially sought to maintain a close link between the notion of the invio-

lability of frontiers and provision for their peaceful change, and Soviet

opposition to the close juxtaposition of these two concepts soon brought

the work of Committee I to a standstill. The British recognised that this

was the one real “bargaining counter” that the West possessed in their

dealings with the East, and the decision of their allies in March 1974 to

accept the possible textual separation of the two concepts—a decision

taken in the misplaced hope that it would encourage Soviet concessions

on Basket III—was regarded by the British as a negotiating error of the

first order.24

Even then, however, the exact position and formulation of the phrases

relating to the inviolability of frontiers and their peaceful change contin-

ued to divide East and West. When in February 1975 the British prime
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minister, Harold Wilson, paid an official visit to Moscow the issue came

up in discussions with the Soviet foreign minister, Andrei Gromyko.

Wilson told Gromyko that so far as he knew “there was no difference

between us on the form of words, only on where the phrase [on peaceful

change] should go in the Declaration”. He then went on to ask “why we

could not include the phrase both in the place where the Soviet Union

wanted it and where others wanted it also”? Poor Gromyko then thought

it necessary to reply at great length and in detail, explaining the Soviet

position that had been repeated on numerous occasions before. Ah, re-

plied Wilson, “he was an amateur on these matters, and ... the discus-

sions had been very educational for him”.25 One wonders who was fool-

ing whom? But the message was clear: form mattered.

It was of no less significance in the drafting of Basket III provisions.

From the beginning the idea of freer movement of people, ideas and in-

formation between East and West was of first importance to the West’s

approach to the CSCE. So far as Western (and neutral) governments were

concerned, it was the point on which the success or failure of the confer-

ence could turn. Yet from the opening of the Geneva talks in the autumn

of 1973 the Russians and their allies seemed determined to avoid both

detail and commitment on the points of most interest to the West.26 The

Russians resisted negotiation on a subject by subject basis, taking the line

that the results of Committee III should be governed by a preamble, in

which they evidently wanted to include wording designed to provide them

with an excuse for maintaining restrictive practices and with a pretext for

insisting that Western governments should control the activities of their

broadcasting authorities, publishers and the like.27 In the Soviet view the

more detailed the substantive provisions on human contacts and infor-

mation, the more explicit must be the restrictive references in the pream-

ble. The latter must therefore contain references to “non-interference”

and to “respect for the sovereignty laws and customs” of participating

states.28

Western and neutral delegations successfully resisted Soviet demands

that the preamble should be drafted first. But they had to accept that

there should be a preamble covering the results in Committee III, and

that drafting work on the preamble, and on the substantive provisions

should proceed in parallel.29 By the summer of 1974 it was also apparent

that this would probably mean the West’s accepting a neutral “package
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deal” involving reference in the Basket III preamble to respect for the

Declaration of Principles which would in turn be so formulated as to

reassure the Eastern countries that the West would respect their internal

order.30 Ultimately, the preamble to Basket III recognised that the broad

aims of cooperation, contacts and the broader dissemination of informa-

tion were important elements in the process of strengthening security

and developing cooperation, and should be put into effect in full respect

for the principles set out in the Declaration of Principles. In effect, this

meant that while cooperation in these fields should not damage the sov-

ereign rights of individual states or constitute intervention in the internal

affairs of other states, it must take place in full respect for the principles of

self-determination, human rights and fundamental freedoms. References

to human rights, together with the more detailed provisions of Basket III,

meant that these issues, however qualified by preambular references, were

now accepted as legitimate matters for international concern. In these

instances then, as in the case of the drafting of the Declaration of Princi-

ples and the negotiation of the various accords that made up Basket III,

form (i.e. the structure and balance of the Final Act) was hardly less im-

portant than substance.

If, indeed, this CSCE volume has any lessons to offer about the nature of

contemporary diplomacy they are ones which relate to structure and proc-

ess—to the structure of the conference committee system and the docu-

ments it produced, and the processes and mechanisms through which

both sides sought to achieve their ends. But the documents have also to

be understood in their context. Although the neutrals and the non-aligned

had a very significant role to play in the CSCE negotiations, the confer-

ence was in many respects about relations between two major power blocs,

separated by an ideological divide. Bloc to bloc negotiations are still a

significant feature of economic diplomacy, but the ideological divisions

of 1972-75 are now very much part of history. As with the archives which

d’Hauterive wanted his diplomatic apprentices to study and the docu-

ments which Decazes hoped would assist in restoring France to its proper

place in Europe, the British records on the CSCE require critical analysis

and evaluation if their message is to be properly understood. Diplomatic

archives remain the raw material of international history. They are a source

of knowledge whose effective management no foreign ministry can
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afford to neglect, and in so far as they offer the aspiring diplomat enlight-

enment on past and sometimes current conduct they may provide guid-

ance on the methods most appropriate to achieving specific ends. Yet stud-

ied in isolation, they are, in a rapidly changing world, rarely likely to

provide a full or real education in diplomacy.
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