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n “Beyond Containment? The First Bush Administration’s Sceptical Approach to the 
CSCE,” Sarah Snyder argues that the George H. W. Bush administration, unlike the 
Ronald Reagan administration, was not committed to developing the Conference on 

Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) as an instrument for settling political and 
security issues across an expanded, post-Cold War Europe.  President Bush and his chief 
foreign policy advisers did not aggressively pursue a pro-human rights foreign policy 
agenda, Snyder writes, but were motivated by other concerns.  They were wary of Soviet 
General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev’s economic and political reforms, and sought to 
avoid any radical institutional departures from the status quo.  Accordingly, they wanted 
to carefully delimit the role that a more empowered CSCE might play in post-Cold War 
Europe.   
 
“Beyond Containment?” draws on the considerable secondary literature on Bush 41’s 
foreign policy, including the co-written memoirs of President George Bush and National 
Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft,1 and those of Secretary of State James Baker,2 and 
consults archival records from the several CSCE conferences held in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s.  Snyder also uses the less-abundant literature on the evolution of human 

1 George Bush and Brent Scowcroft, A World Transformed (New York: Knopf, 1998). 

2 James A. Baker, III with Thomas M. DeFrank, The Politics of Diplomacy: Revolution, War and 
Peace, 1989-1992 (New York: G.P. Putnam and Sons, 1995). 
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rights policy over the last third of the Cold War--including her own scholarship3--to make 
her case. 
 
The first third of the article consists of a summary of the Bush administration’s foreign 
policy vis-à-vis Europe from 1989 through 1991.  The ‘pause’ in U.S.-Soviet relations, 
Snyder argues, was both a way for the former Vice President to differentiate his 
administration from that of Ronald Reagan and an indicator of President Bush’s 
suspicions about the sincerity and capacity of the Soviet government to pursue its policies 
of perestroika and glasnost (466).  Although Bush used progressive rhetoric in his 
advocacy of freedom in Eastern Europe and made well-received trips to Poland and 
Hungary in the summer of 1989, Snyder points out that the progressive message of the 
President’s speech was coupled with a fundamental caution. Bush and his advisers were 
concerned that the United States not provoke a conservative backlash against Gorbachev 
or the burgeoning reform movements in Poland, Hungary, and other Eastern European 
states, fearing a repetition of the events in Hungary in 1956, Czechoslovakia in 1968, or, 
for that matter, Beijing in June 1989.  The President assiduously avoided “dancing on the 
Wall,” that is, boasting of the toppling of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989 (468, 471-
472). 
 
The article’s principal focus is the juxtaposition of Bush 41’s foreign policy and the end of 
the Cold War, on the one hand, with the progress being made in the ongoing schedule of 
CSCE summits, where the developments in the CSCE meetings were spearheading the 
advance of universal political and economic liberties and spreading of the rule of law in 
Eastern Europe, on the other (473-474).  In CSCE meetings in Bonn on the Conference of 
Economic Cooperation, and in Paris and then Copenhagen on the Conference of Human 
Dimension – which were separate components of the CSCE -- delegates from the United 
States and the thirty-four other member states, including the Soviet Union, met to 
discuss the promulgation of democratic governments and human rights.   
 
With the achievement of the CSCE’s commitments to democratic government and 
processes, such as freedom of expression and freedom of assembly, and then collapse of 
the Berlin Wall and the looming reunification of East and West Germany, the policies and 
values of the 1975 Helsinki Final Act, and especially the CSCE’s third ‘basket’ on human 
rights, triumphed.  Bush and Baker both praised the CSCE as being of central importance 
to making Europe what it was (475-476). 
 
Left unresolved by the end of the Cold War, the liberalization of Eastern Europe, and the 
resultant vastly reduced threat of war between NATO and the Warsaw Pact was the 
future of the CSCE.  The Soviet Union wanted the CSCE to replace both NATO and the 
Warsaw Pact as the guarantor of trans-European security.  Some European and American 

3 Sarah B. Snyder, Human Rights Activism and the End of the Cold War: A Transnational History of 
the Helsinki Network (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
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officials wanted the CSCE to become further institutionalized so it could be “more 
concrete and relevant to the everyday problems of Europeans,” as one U.S. diplomat put it 
(478).  Others, such as Bush, Baker, and Scowcroft, were leery of the CSCE becoming 
more institutionalized.  They preferred not to cede more authority to what Baker referred 
to as an “unwieldy and frustrating” organization, much less to have the CSCE supplant 
NATO in any significant way (479). 
 
At the CSCE summit in Paris in November 1990 (which had originally been scheduled for 
1992) the delegates signed a charter that proclaimed that the “era of confrontation and 
division of Europe has ended” and reemphasized the CSCE’s commitments to human 
rights, democracy, rule of law, and market economics (480).  The conferees agreed to 
further institutionalize the Helsinki process by forming new councils within the CSCE, 
creating a CSCE assembly, and establishing new offices, but declined to give the CSCE a 
security or military dimension. 
 
Ten months later, in September 1991 -- and three weeks after the failed coup attempt 
against Gorbachev -- the CSCE’s Conference on the Human Dimension (CHD) met in 
Moscow.  The resulting agreement extended the CSCE’s commitments to freedom of 
domestic travel, the preservation of cultural tradition, and the protection of journalists, 
among other rights and causes.  Yet Europe remained fundamentally unchanged (482).  
Notwithstanding the end of the Cold War, the ongoing disintegration of the Soviet 
Union, and the fact “that the CSCE was no longer dominated by blocs or superpowers” 
after the Moscow CHD, the Bush administration did not attempt to use the CSCE for 
broader or alternative purposes, much less try to assert U.S. leadership in the CSCE (483). 
 
“Beyond Containment?” concludes that President Bush and his staff “did not take the 
United States in new directions when the Cold War ended” (484).  In lieu of venturing a 
new approach for post-Cold War Europe and a transformed world, the Bush 
administration adhered to existing institutions and to NATO in particular.  With this 
finding, the article explicitly echoes the argument that the Bush administration relied on 
existing institutions for post-Cold War Europe, what Mary Elise Sarotte calls the “prefab” 
model, of the United States using preexisting structures for the post-Cold War era (484).4  
Although President Bush and his advisers used the CSCE summits and appealed to 
human rights so as to exert pressure on the Eastern European and Soviet governments, 
“Beyond Containment?” reports that as a general matter neither Bush nor his principal 
advisers were deeply committed to the transformation of Europe or to the genuine 
advancement of human rights.  Nor were they the prime forces behind the change that 
did occur, a fact Scowcroft himself recognized, as Snyder observes (484). 
 

4 Mary Elise Sarotte, 1989: The Struggle to Create Post-Cold War Europe (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2009). 
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In fundamental ways, however, the argument of “Beyond Containment?” is incomplete.  
For one, it only hints at the other issues and larger structures with which the Bush 
administration had to reckon.  The reason why Bush, Baker, Scowcroft, and other top 
advisers deemphasized the role of the CSCE was less that the Bush administration shied 
away from supporting the CSCE.  Rather, Bush, Baker, Scowcroft, and others in the 
administration stated their support for the CSCE, sent capable diplomats (e.g., Max 
Kampelman and sometimes Secretary Baker) to the conferences, and supported a 
moderately enhanced role for the CSCE in the London NATO summit of July 1990 and 
then in the CSCE Paris summit of November 1990. But the administration’s focus was 
elsewhere: on not losing influence in a rapidly transforming Europe by transferring more 
authority to an institution in which the United States had only one voice among dozens, 
one coequal with that of any other state, whatever its military power or wealth. 
 
By contrast, the United States was the first among equals in NATO, and with a reunited 
Germany anchored within NATO -- a point of critical importance to President Bush and 
German Chancellor Helmut Kohl -- the United States would be able to retain its 
predominant influence in Europe.  President Bush’s personal conversations with other 
foreign leaders and members of his staff and the transcripts of his telephone calls reveal 
the importance NATO had in his and his advisers’ minds.  In other words, the politics of 
the CSCE were intimately related to those of NATO, where the latter was the White 
House’s far more important and central concern, and nested within the Bush 
administration’s larger concerns with respect to the balance of conventional and nuclear 
forces, East-West economic ties, and Soviet support for governments elsewhere around 
the world (e.g., Afghanistan, Angola, Cambodia).  With Europe soon to be unifying with 
the Maastricht Treaty, signed on 7 February 1992 and entering into force on 1 November 
1993, and with the real possibility that the United States’ European allies would 
downgrade the role of NATO, human rights and the CSCE were foreign policy issues of 
secondary importance in the late 1980s. 
 
Indicative of the article’s limited perspective on Bush is its citation of French President 
François Mitterrand’s remark to Gorbachev that “Bush lacks original thinking altogether,” 
followed by the statement “Bush lacked imagination” (484).  This not quite right: Bush 
took bold measures on multiple occasions, initiatives that sometimes preceded the advice 
he was getting from Baker, Scowcroft, Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney, or other 
officials.  For example, Bush was an early and vocal supporter of Kohl and German 
reunification. He put forward an ambitious agenda at the Malta summit of December 
1989 (in distinction to the proposals ventured by the State and Defense departments). He 
pushed for a North American Free Trade Agreement.  And he attended the United 
Nation’s “Earth Summit” in Rio de Janeiro in June 1992, attendance that all of his chief 
advisers except for EPA administrator William Riley and Scowcroft opposed. Bush may 
not have considered himself to be a visionary, but he had sound instincts for foreign 
policy and took risks.   
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As for Mitterrand, the French president was himself uncertain about how to proceed 
amid the sudden transformation in Europe.  He joined Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher 
in opposing German reunification.  He wanted to decrease the United States’ role in 
Europe.  And he commiserated with Gorbachev about Bush’s supposed lack of originality.  
At the same time, Mitterrand did not want to alienate Germany once Germany 
reunification appeared imminent, he and Bush were friendly and had established a 
rapport, and he was unwilling to stand as the odd man out with Germany, the United 
Kingdom, Italy, other European countries, and Canada all supporting NATO and 
continued U.S. leadership.  As a highly skilled and cagey politician, Mitterrand wanted to 
keep his options open and he carefully gauged how to best position France as the events 
in Europe unfolded, even as he did not want to fall on the wrong side of history.  But at 
the end of the day -- and here is where Bush, Baker, Scowcroft, and others in the 
administration deserve considerable credit -- he was left with few options but to go along 
with the Bush administration and the clear European majority unless he wanted to 
estrange France from its fellow European powers as well as the United States.5  
 
If the changes in NATO and the CSCE were admittedly not radical in kind, neither can it 
be said that prefabricated structures were simply imported from the past.  NATO was 
indeed reoriented in July 1990 at the London summit.  The Bush administration, working 
closely with the German government, succeeded at getting its NATO allies to agree that 
NATO was solely a defensive alliance and would not be the first to use force.  It also got 
its allies to accept a new NATO doctrine that cut back conventional force levels in Europe 
even more and further reduced NATO’s offensive capabilities.  Third, the summit’s joint 
communiqué shifted NATO’s military strategy from one of ‘flexible response’ to one 
where nuclear weapons would now be ‘truly weapons of last resort’; to that end, NATO, 
and thus the United States, would eliminate all of its short-range nuclear forces from 
Europe (a move opposed by British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher).  Fourth, NATO 
members made a commitment to strengthen the CSCE process throughout Europe for the 
purpose of promoting political development via elections, spreading the rule of law, 
enhancing economic liberty, and supporting environmental cooperation.  NATO and the 
CSCE had to be deliberately and necessarily altered if they were to be used in the new 
Europe.6 
 
A third, and perhaps the most significant omission of “Beyond Containment?” is that its 
focus on the Bush administration’s de-emphasis of human rights -- which generally holds 
true, given that the President and his staff were foreign policy realists -- obscures the 
tremendous advances in the cause of human rights made possible by the Bush 
administration.  By being able to orchestrate the success of the independence movements 

5 Zelikow and Rice; Hutchings; Frédéric Bozo, Mitterrand, the End of the Cold War, and German 
Unification (Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2009 [2005]). 

6 Bush and Scowcroft, 292-295; Beschloss and Talbott, 234-235; Hutchings, 135-137; Zelikow and 
Rice, 302-324. 
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in Eastern Europe and the end of the Soviet empire with almost no shots being fired, 
where the handful of deaths in Lithuania stands as an exception, the Bush administration 
promoted the most basic of human rights: freedom from the loss of life, the injuries and 
maiming, the rape and torture, and the destruction and dispossession of property and 
places of residence that attend wars, widespread civil strife, and totalitarian government.  
Bush and his staff carefully balanced their support for reform in Eastern Europe (Poland, 
Hungary, and then others) by taking measured steps (such as by offering Gorbachev 
economic incentives or, in Poland, persuading the Solidarity Labor movement to support 
General Jaruzelski for the presidency in 1989) so as not to provoke political repression by 
party and military hardliners.  In addition, the Bush administration’s success at effecting 
the great decreases in conventional weaponry and nuclear arms with the Conventional 
Forces in Europe (CFE) and Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START) agreements 
themselves marked momentous advances in human rights in any serious and meaningful 
sense of the term. 
 
Gorbachev may have been the principal cause of the end of the Cold War and Kohl may 
have been the prime mover of German reunification, but their actions are by no means 
sufficient to explain the course of the almost wholly non-violent developments in Europe.  
By working closely and almost constantly with European leaders from both the West and 
the East, the Bush administration succeeded at creating conditions that reduced the 
probability of the violent disintegration of the Soviet bloc.7  Scowcroft said his goal was to 
make the Berlin Wall no longer necessary,8 and the Bush administration was ultimately 
able to do precisely this.  This was not President Reagan’s belligerent ‘Tear down this 
Wall!’ statement, but a deceptively mild response, one that ultimately posed a deeper and 
fateful challenge to the premises of East German authority and the Soviet empire. 
 
All the same, “Beyond Containment?” points the reader in helpful directions, particularly 
since Bush and Scowcroft, Baker, Scowcroft’s deputy national security advisor Robert 
Gates, the journalists Michael Beschloss and Strobe Talbott, and Philip Zelikow and 
Condoleezza Rice, both NSC staff members under Scowcroft, write little about the CSCE 
in their memoirs of the period.9  The Bush administration did not pay much attention to 

7 See Bush and Scowcroft; Baker; Hutchings; Horst Teltschik, 329 Tage: Innenansichten der Einigung 
(Berlin: Siedler Verlag, 1991). 

8 Bartholomew Sparrow, The Strategist: Brent Scowcroft and the Call of National Security (New 
York: PublicAffairs Press, 2015), 296. 

9 Bush and Scowcroft; Baker; Robert M. Gates, From the Shadows: The Ultimate Insider’s Story of the 
Five Presidents and How They Won the Cold War (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1998); Michael R. Beschloss 
and Strobe Talbott, At the Highest Levels: The Inside Story of the End of the Cold War (Boston: Little Brown, 
1993); Philip Zelikow and Condoleezza Rice, Germany Unified and Europe Transformed (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1997); but see Robert L. Hutchings, American Diplomacy and the End of the Cold 
War. (Washington, D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Center Press; Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1997). 
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the CSCE, as Snyder points out, and only occasionally and briefly does the CSCE come up 
as a subject in the White House records.  Tellingly, not a single National Security Council 
or NSC Deputies Committee meeting was dedicated to CSCE or human rights (“Europe” 
was the subject of four of 433 Deputies Committee meetings).10  
 
One implicit lesson of the “Beyond Containment?” is the variability by which politicians 
appeal to international institutions and employ particular policy instruments.  The 
Reagan administration and, initially, the Bush administration both used the CSCE and its 
attention to human rights issues as a means to encourage reform movements and to 
apply pressure for reform in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union (474-475).11 After 
November 1989, however, the Bush administration lessened its reliance on the CSCE and 
sought to forestall the possibility that the CSCE would interfere with the Two-Plus-Four 
process and complex negotiations over the reunification of Germany within NATO. 
 
Even so, President Bush brought up the CSCE when it served U.S. interests. At the 1990 
U.S.-Soviet summit in Washington, Bush referred to the CSCE as means by which to 
legitimate German membership in NATO, asking Gorbachev on the afternoon of 31 May 
1990 -- when their talks seemed to be going nowhere -- “Do you believe that the Helsinki 
Accords give every country the right to choose its own alliances?”12  Gorbachev, to the 
consternation of many of his aides, conceded that the people of a united Germany could 
themselves decide which alliance they wanted to join.  Participants at the meeting, 
American and Soviet alike, regarded this exchange as absolutely crucial to the resolution 
of German reunification.   
 
Reagan similarly changed tack on the CSCE.  Both before and after President Gerald Ford 
travelled to Helsinki in July 1975 to sign the CSCE agreement, conservative Republicans—
with California Governor Reagan very much among them—vehemently opposed the 
President’s willingness to sign the Helsinki Final Act.  (Reagan’s opposition to the 
Helsinki Final Act came to much more than what the article describes as “early 
hesitation” [463]; one of the provisions in the “morality in foreign policy” plank that the 
Reagan Republicans insisted on including in the 1976 Party platform characterized the 
Helsinki agreement as “taking from those who do not have freedom the hope of one day 
getting it.”)  Indeed, the Ford administration was itself split on an endorsement of the 
CSCE accords, with Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, and Counsellor to the President 

10 See http://bush41library.tamu.edu/files/NSC%20Meetings%201989-1992--Declassified--2013-06-
27--REVISED.pdf (accessed December 28, 2014), and 
http://bush41library.tamu.edu/files/nsc_and_dc_meetings_1989-1992-declassified.pdf (accessed December 
28, 2014). 

11 John Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War: A New History (New York: Penguin, 2005), 182–183. 

12 “Interview with Brent Scowcroft,” November 12-13, 1999, Washington, D.C., George H.W. Bush 
Oral History Project, Miller Center, University of Virginia, 82-84; Bush and Scowcroft, 280-283. 
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Robert Hartmann among those opposed to President Ford’s attending the CSCE summit 
and signing the Helsinki Final Act; Kissinger and the CIA were ambivalent on the summit, 
whereas Scowcroft was firmly committed to the CSCE, believing it to be important for 
US-European relations and easing East-West tensions. Based upon the variable role the 
CSCE was able to play in U.S. foreign policy from the mid-1970s through the early 1990s, 
the article suggests how individual states may or may not act upon multilateral 
agreements or appeal to shared norms, depending on their own domestic politics and 
shifting interests. 
 
Another contribution of “Beyond Containment?” is its focus on a critical moment of world 
history with trans-European security in limbo, with Europe on the verge of agreeing on 
unifying, with the fracturing of Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union, and with the former 
Eastern European states, Soviet Union, and then Russia sliding into economic recessions 
(the Western European Union and short-lived North Atlantic Cooperation Council now 
seem little more than historical footnotes).  Consistent with this possibility of alternative 
histories, Anatoly Dobrynin, Angela Stent, and Sarotte each separately observe that 
Gorbachev could have driven a harder bargain on German reunification within NATO,13 
thereby almost certainly leading to a different Cold-War endgame had the Soviet leader 
been politically and personally so inclined. 
 
There would be no new world order after the Cold War, at least in the sense of the 
explicit establishment of a new international system of states. One may nonetheless 
imagine the development of other post-Cold War scenarios, whether with respect to the 
form and extent of Western financial aid and debt relief to the states of Eastern Europe, 
the Soviet Union, and its component republics;14 the command and control of the 
Warsaw Pact’s nuclear arsenal amid the disintegration of the Soviet bloc;15 the course of 
U.S.-China diplomatic, military, and economic relations after Tiananmen Square 
(especially since with the end of the Cold War the United States’ no longer needed China 
to balance the Soviet Union); the responses by European states, the United States, the 
Soviet Union, the United Nations, NATO, and the CSCE to the atrocities in Bosnia-
Herzegovina, or an earlier or more extensive outbreak of violence in Chechnya, South 
Ossetia, Ukraine, or other Soviet republics or Russian autonomous republics.  “Beyond 
Containment?” brings welcome attention to the different trajectories that political, 
security, and economic institutions might have taken from this period of structural flux.  

13 Anatoly Dobrynin, In Confidence: Moscow’s Ambassador to America’s Six Cold War Presidents 
(New York: Times Books, 1995), 630–631; Angela E. Stent, Russia and Germany Reborn (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1999), 121, 212; Sarotte, 199-200. 

14 See, for instance, Derek Chollet and James Goldgeier, America Between the Wars: From 11/9 to 9/11 
(New York: PublicAffairs, 2008). 

15 See, for instance, Leon V. Sigal, Hang Separately: Cooperative Security between the United States 
and Russia (New York: Century Foundation Press, 2000). 
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