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[1]
Introduction by James Graham Wilson, U.S. Department of State

M

ore time has transpired between the fall of the Berlin Wall and today than the

entire duration of that iconic Cold War barrier. Meanwhile, George H.W. Bush, the main
subject of Jeffrey Engel’s When the World Seemed New, became the longest-living U.S.
president, while there are undergraduates this semester who were born during the
presidency of his son, George W. Bush. In short, this book can make a lot of readers feel old.
It should also makes us feel hopeful. “Tomorrow our children will go to school and study
history and how plants grow,” President Bush said in his 1992 State of the Union address.
“And they won’t have, as my children did, air raid drills in which they crawl under their
[2]
desks and cover their heads in case of nuclear war.”
Scholars can forever debate the
causes and consequences of the end of the Cold War, yet one ought not lose sight of the fact
that good and incredible things happened.
The reviewers here are unanimous in their praise for Engel’s research and writing. The
result is a “wonderful book” in which “Engel does a terrific job recreating the tension and
exhilaration” of the era, as James Goldgeier puts it. Christopher Preble calls it a “fine
historical synthesis,” while Timothy Sayle finds that it “reads like a narrator’s script for a
blockbuster film.” Sergey Radchenko sums up: “Engel has written a remarkably honest,
thought-provoking, emotional book.”
Goldgeier considers Engel to be a bit generous when it comes to the Bush administration’s
early strategic review of Soviet policies, which critics derided as ‘the pause.’ The Cold War
was already over, by Goldgeier’s account. Moreover, “Russia was never the West’s to lose,”
for it was Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev who ended the Cold War, and then Russian
President Boris Yeltsin who ended the Soviet Union.
Prudence and reflection, according to Preble, can still result in “hubris, not humility.” He
encourages readers to think critically about some of the public statements from this time,
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such as National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft’s insistence that the Bush administration
did not have a choice in confronting Iraqi strongman Saddam Hussein. “Actually, they did,”
Preble states. That point is worth pondering, almost three decades after the start of a
conflict that never really ended. And, “even if we conclude they were right in 1989 and 1990
and 1991,” Preble argues, “it does not automatically follow that a similar mindset should
guide U.S. conduct today and into the future.”
While Radchenko suggests that Engel depicts Bush as acting in accordance with the Taoist
principle “to do by not doing,” he also contends that the author associates his account with
the triumphalist narrative of the end of the Cold War, in which the U.S. won and
Communism lost. Radchenko states: “The tragedy of the new world order was in the
American inability or unwillingness, and probably both, to fathom democratic values as
anything other than extension of American power.” Whereas Engel blames Bush’s
successors in the White House for squandering the country’s unrivaled power and moral
authority, Radchenko does not seem convinced.
Nor, Sayle suggests, would have been Frank Roberts, the British Minister to the Soviet
Union early in the Cold War, who believed that containment was “impossible” for
Americans, who were too impulsive and whose political system demanded immediate
results. That line of argument almost certainly applied to the politics of Bush’s day,
according to Sayle: “Indeed, the public comments of the day that Engel cites—those made
by journalists and elected representatives—are sometimes more shocking than anything
Engel discovered in previously secret minutes and memoranda.”
The world of 1989-1992 “seemed new,” but, Sayle and the other reviewers suggest, just how
much of it was actually “new”? Here and elsewhere, Jeffrey Engel has done an extraordinary
service to scholars who might aspire to take on that question: almost thirty years after the
Berlin Wall fell, scholars now have access to a trove of primary source material at the
George H.W. Bush Library in College Station thanks to the declassification requests
submitted by Engels in the writing of this superb book.
Participants:
Jeffrey A. Engel is the founding director of the Center for Presidential History at Southern
Methodist University. Author or editor of twelve books on American foreign policy and the
presidency, his latest collaborative effort is Impeachment: An American History (Random
House, 2018).
James Graham Wilson is a Historian at the Department of State, where he compiles volumes
in the Foreign Relations of the United States series. He is the author of The Triumph of
Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s Engagement, and the End of the Cold
War (Cornell University Press, 2014).
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James Goldgeier is Professor of International Relations at the School of International
Service at American University, where he served as Dean from 2011-17. He is also a Visiting
Senior Fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations. Previously, he was a professor at George
Washington University, where from 2001-05 he directed the Elliott School’s Institute for
European, Russian and Eurasian Studies. He also taught at Cornell University, and has held
a number of public policy appointments, including Director for Russian, Ukrainian and
Eurasian Affairs on the National Security Council Staff, Whitney Shepardson Senior Fellow
at the Council on Foreign Relations, and Henry A. Kissinger Chair at the Library of
Congress. In addition, he has held appointments at the Woodrow Wilson International
Center for Scholars, the Hoover Institution, the Brookings Institution, and the Stanford
Center for International Security and Cooperation. He is past president of the Association of
Professional Schools of International Affairs, and he co-directs the Bridging the Gap project,
funded by the Carnegie Corporation of New York, and as co-editor of the Oxford University
Press Bridging the Gap book series. He has authored or co-authored four books, each of
which analyzes some aspect of the years reviewed here, including Mikhail Gorbachev’s
leadership style, NATO enlargement, U.S.-Russia relations, and the politics of American
foreign policy.
Christopher Preble is the vice president for defense and foreign policy studies at the Cato
Institute. He is the author of three books including The Power Problem: How American
Military Dominance Makes Us Less Safe, Less Prosperous and Less Free (Cornell, 2009),
and has co-edited several other books and monographs, including most recently Our Foreign
Policy Choices: Rethinking America’s Global Role (Cato, 2016), with Emma Ashford and
Travis Evans. His work has appeared in major publications including the New York Times,
The Washington Post, and Foreign Policy, and he is a frequent guest on television and radio.
Preble also teaches the U.S. Foreign Policy elective at the University of California,
Washington Center. He holds a Ph.D. in history from Temple University, and is a former
commissioned officer in the U.S. Navy.
Sergey Radchenko is Professor of International Relations at Cardiff University. His research
interests include the Cold War and the history of Chinese and Soviet foreign relations. He is
the author of Two Suns in the Heavens: the Sino-Soviet Struggle for Supremacy (Woodrow
Wilson Center Press and Stanford University Press, 2009) and Unwanted Visionaries: the
Soviet Failure in Asia at the End of the Cold War (Oxford University Press, 2014). His next
book: The First Fiddle: a History of the Cold War and After is forthcoming in 2019.
Timothy Andrews Sayle is Assistant Professor in the Department of History at the University
of Toronto and Senior Fellow of the Bill Graham Centre for Contemporary International
History. His Pax Atlantica: NATO and the Postwar Global Order will be published by Cornell
University Press in 2019.
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Review by James Goldgeier, American University

I

t now seems like forever ago: A president steeped in a career in foreign policy, working

with a seasoned team, managing the extraordinary transition out of the four-decade long
Cold War. A president guiding European leaders through the unification of Germany and
then the following year working through the United Nations to lead an international
coalition to reverse Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. A Republican president believing in the
virtues of the U.S.-led liberal international order. A foreign policy team that had major
differences in viewpoint yet worked together closely. It was forever ago.
While we already knew much of the history of those years, Jeffrey Engel has written a
wonderful book, focusing the majority of his attention on the first two years of the Bush
presidency, in particular the startling events in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in
1989-1990. The pace is brisk, and Engel does a terrific job recreating the tension and
exhilaration.
In addition to the grand, sweeping stories of communist regimes collapsing in Eastern
Europe, Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev’s efforts to salvage his political situation amidst
the dramatic changes in the USSR, and President George H.W. Bush’s cautious treatment of
China before, during, and after the massacre in Tiananmen Square, Engel includes great
little vignettes to bring the story alive: National Security Adviser Brent Scowcroft and
Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger secretly crammed into a cargo plane on
their way to China after Tiananmen; the produce stalls stocked with fresh fruits and
vegetables along the route Gorbachev took in Romania besieged by citizens after the cars
went by; sportswriter Tony Kornheiser writing about the Malta summit.
The book is extremely poignant in places, such as when Bush, flying back from Europe in
July 1989, wrote letters to Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping and Gorbachev. Engel really
makes us feel as if we are on the plane with Bush. To Gorbachev, Bush wrote, “I would like
very much to sit down soon and talk to you…Up until now I have felt that a meeting would
have to produce major agreements so as not to disappoint the watching world. Now my
thinking is changing…I just want to reduce the chances that there could be
misunderstandings between us” (228). And to Deng: “Dear Chairman Deng, Dear Friend: I
use this unique form of conversation because General Scowcroft told me that if I would
continue to treat you as a friend, you would welcome that—no matter the outcome of the
difficulties now between us. Of course, I, too, want it to be that way…. If there is to be a
period of darkness, so be it; but let us try to light some candles” (229).
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Engel does a terrific job with the climate of uncertainty: June 1989 in China, January 1991 in
the Baltic states, and ultimately the dramatic fate of Gorbachev and the USSR later that
year. He also describes importantly and in great detail the complete capitulation by
Gorbachev to the West, a capitulation that became so important later as Russia in the 2000s
under President Vladimir Putin would seek to push back against American domination of
global affairs.
What Bush represents
Engel reminds us why Bush Sr. was the lodestar for President Barack Obama as the latter
thought about the kind of foreign policy he wanted to pursue, with the United States bogged
down in Iraq and Afghanistan and suffering through the worst financial crisis since the
Great Depression. Bush 41 was Obama’s favorite because the former appeared to foster a
non-ideological foreign policy with limited aims, one that sought to confine American
engagement to what were seen as core interests and to avoid unnecessary intervention.
While it is a great read, in today’s context, it is at times a hard read: where did those
Republicans go? A GOP that was conservative but internationalist, where diplomatic
engagement was the key frame. Engel describes Bush’s nervousness that in picking Dick
Cheney (then known for his ability to compromise) for Secretary of Defense after the fiasco
with the failed nomination of John Tower, he would be opening the door to a leadership role
for Newt Gingrich in the House of Representatives. Gingrich was always a flamethrower; he
even criticized President Ronald Reagan for his meeting with Mikhail Gorbachev in the fall
of 1985, calling it “the most dangerous summit for the West since Adolf Hitler met with
[3]
Neville Chamberlain in 1938 in Munich.”
Gingrich’s leadership of the party helped lead
the GOP to victory in both houses of Congress in 1994 for the first time in four decades, a
pivotal moment for the Republican Party in more ways than one.
Bush’s respect for others was a hallmark of his career. As U.S. ambassador to the United
Nations, Bush visited counterparts such as the Burundi ambassador, disregarding the advice
of former ambassador Arthur Goldberg, who told him that everyone should come calling on
the U.S. representative.
We applaud Bush and his stellar foreign policy team, not because they were visionary like
the post-World War II institution builders, but because they were extremely competent at a
time when competency was really needed. It would prove ironic that the success they
experienced sowed the seeds of Bush’s demise; after all, if the post-Cold War had not begun,
a draft-dodging Democrat with no foreign policy experience could never have been elected
president in 1992.
In his recent book The Peacemakers, Duke political scientist Bruce Jentleson borrows from
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baseball’s “Moneyball” craze to come up with the metric “Statesmanship-abov[4]
-replacement-leader.”
We can apply that here to ask how much added value Bush
provided above someone else who might have been in office at the time. As will be discussed
below, for most of 1989, not so much, as Bush put the brakes on the progress Reagan and
Gorbachev achieved in ending the Cold War. But on German unification and the Gulf War,
Bush provided huge added value, and it is hard to imagine a president performing at a
higher level in those two instances. Interestingly, as we look back, we can also see that both
victories carried costs that would only much later become apparent.
The signature achievements: German unification and the Persian Gulf War
Bush was committed to ensuring U.S. primacy in the post-Cold War World. The United
States was eager not just to prevent the rise of any peer competitor; it sought to prevent any
country from achieving regional hegemony, whether an adversary such as Iraq or an ally
[5]
such as Germany or Japan.
As Engel writes, “Bush…wanted calm in the heart of Europe.
But he also saw in Germany’s unification an opportunity to cement an American place
across the Atlantic for the foreseeable future, no matter what Gorbachev’s revolution might
bring” (274). Bush’s generation believed wholeheartedly that U.S. withdrawal from Europe
after 1918 had produced a Great Depression and a second World War, whereas U.S.
engagement after 1945 had kept the peace, particularly in Europe. Bush was determined
that NATO remain in place under U.S. leadership to prevent another war in a time of
uncertainty.
German unification really was his moment, perhaps even more than the Gulf War. Of all of
his foreign policy achievements, it required a vision, a vision of a Germany that was able to
move beyond its past, and a Europe that could become “whole and free,” as Bush had put it
[6]
in May 1989 in a speech in Mainz, West Germany.
Perhaps because they were too close
to the situation, British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and French President François
Mitterand were afraid of what unification could bring. While an achievement, the Gulf War
was much less visionary; it was a visceral reaction to Iraqi President Saddam Hussein’s
invasion of Kuwait. And while German unification sowed the seeds of Russia’s belief that it
was being dictated to, the coming together of East and West Germany in NATO and the
European Union was an extraordinary long-term achievement that is now hard to imagine
otherwise. The Gulf War, while an impressive diplomatic and military display, left Saddam
Hussein in power, and the long-term deployment of U.S. troops in Saudi Arabia led to the
rise of Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda.
Despite his focus on top diplomats, Engel does a masterful job reminding us that in terms of
the actual opening of the inter-German border, the people played a key role. The East
German exodus that summer and fall created a crisis situation. While the German
Democratic Republic (GDR) spokesman accidentally announced that people could cross on 9
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November 1989, the border guards had to make their own decisions in the moment to let
people through. Even Kohl and Gorbachev were to some extent bystanders, once Gorbachev
made the decision earlier that he was not going to use force to prop up Warsaw Pact
regimes. And Bush, who had come into office dubious that Gorbachev was for real turned to
Scowcroft as they watched the scenes from Berlin and remarked, “If they are going to let
the Communists fall in East Germany, they’ve got to be really serious” (267).
The speed at which Germany unified shocked everyone. And while Russians complained
later that the United States and its allies had promised during the course of the 1990
discussions that NATO was not going to expand to the East, Gorbachev was focused more
than anything else on gaining financial assistance for his domestic program of perestroika.
As for the Gulf War, Engel shows quite well that there was a great deal of uncertainty about
whether the United States should respond forcefully to the invasion of Kuwait or simply
contain Iraqi expansion to that country. Once again, Bush’s lessons from the interwar period
proved critical, as he saw any appeasement of Saddam Hussein’s invasion as comparable to
the appeasement of Hitler, and he decided he had to draw a line in the sand.
Bush and Secretary of State James Baker worked extremely hard to put together an
international coalition to support the United Nations’ authorization for the war. The contrast
with the U.S. decision to go to war in Iraq in 2003 could not be more striking. The United
States also demonstrated its complete military dominance. As General Colin Powell later
told Derek Chollet and me for our book on those years, “The Gulf War was the war against
the Russians we didn’t have. There were no trees and no hills, but that’s what we were
[7]
trained to fight. The Iraqis sat there and we kicked the shit out of them.”
While many have focused on Bush’s decision to leave Saddam Hussein in power (because of
concerns about holding together the international coalition if the U.S. marched on Baghdad
as well as fears of what an occupation would entail), the deployment of American troops to
Saudi Arabia was also a fateful move. Engel writes, “Arab nationalists and religious
fundamentalists alike, veterans of the jihad against the Soviets in Afghanistan, lobbied for
the chance to defend the Kingdom without resorting to Washington’s aid. King Fahd heard
their pleas but accepted Bush’s offer instead, driving the most radical—including a wealthy
young zealot named Osama bin Laden—to pledge to cleanse holy Muslim lands of any
Western stain” (408).
Bush’s role in the End of the Cold War
Engel writes, “To be clear, Bush did not end the Cold War. No single person did. But he
could have ruined its outcome” (6-7). There were a number of people of whom that could be
said, including Gorbachev and German Chancellor Helmut Kohl. It was true of the August
1991 coup plotters in the USSR as well; after all, if they had not been drunk, they might
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have succeeded in stemming the country’s immediate collapse and returned to a policy of
confrontation with the West.
But we should also keep in mind that the Cold War ended before Bush took office. As
historian Sarah Snyder reminds us, much of the credit goes to the transnational ties
developed among civil society in the East and the West after the signing of the 1975
[8]
Helsinki Final Act.
At the top levels, it was Reagan and Gorbachev who, by December
1988, had put an end to the four decades of hostility between the two countries. When
Gorbachev went to the United Nations that month, he did so, he told his aides, to deliver the
“anti-Fulton,” referring to Winston Churchill’s 1946 speech in Fulton, Missouri declaring
that an iron curtain had descended across Europe (49).
There was no reason why George H.W. Bush needed to declare a pause in 1989. Officials
from his administration would later argue that because the Soviet Union collapsed at the
[9]
end of 1991, no harm was done.
But it does show us Bush’s limits. The Bush we see in
1989 is not the decisive Bush of German unification in 1990 or the Gulf War in 1991; it is a
president who was extraordinarily suspicious of what Reagan and Gorbachev had achieved.
To him it seemed to be time to slow down in Washington, D.C. just as events were speeding
up in Central and Eastern Europe. To be fair, as the year wore on, there was an
understandable fear that the type of massacre that occurred in Tiananmen Square in June
1989 might occur in Eastern Europe or even the Soviet Union. But above all, the pause
demonstrated a lack of understanding of Gorbachev.
Engel argues that the pause of 1989 gave the Bush team time to think. But that seems
[10]
overly generous—the pause showed how badly they understood what was happening.
It
certainly left Gorbachev fuming. As Engel writes, “He understood that Bush’s prospective
pause would consume the one commodity he could ill afford to lose: time. The longer Bush
waited to endorse perestroika, and the longer foreign governments and investors waited to
send aid and extend credit, the less likely his prospects for success” (87).
While in general over their four years in office, Bush and his team were great stewards of
American foreign policy—something that was critical at a time of such great
uncertainty—they were incapable for the most part of laying out a vision of what the world
should look like after the Cold War despite Bush’s talk of a new world order. Surprisingly,
the vision for Europe that Bush laid out in Mainz in May 1989 for a Europe “whole and free”
receives only brief mention in the book. It was a vision that Presidents Bill Clinton, George
W. Bush, and Barack Obama adopted in turn. But it was a vision that never really found a
place in Europe’s security architecture for post-Soviet Russia, despite the lip service paid to
it.
Could things with Russia have turned out differently?
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With all the talk going around after the collapse of the Soviet Union about the possibility of
[11]
a “Weimar Russia,”
alluding to the failures after World War I to find a place for defeated
Germany, the United States made an effort in the 1990s to create symbolic wins for Russia,
such as the creation of a NATO-Russia Permanent Joint Council and inclusion into what
became the G-8 later in the decade. But the message from the Bush years through the 1990s
was clear: ‘we won, you lost, here are the terms we are setting. And we don’t really need
you.’
The humiliation experienced by Russians in that period as the world’s second superpower
collapsed, and which has been used so effectively at home by Vladimir Putin, is described
well by Engel. Despite George H.W. Bush’s recognition that events were making things hard
for Gorbachev, despite his sensitivity toward the Soviet leader, he could not avoid inflicting
on Gorbachev the humiliation over the loss of status. By the end of 1989, Gorbachev was
complaining to his staff about American arrogance. He told Canadian Prime Minister Brian
Mulroney that the U.S. behaved as if it owned a “hotline to God” (293). After hearing Bush
describe his plans at the Malta summit to oust Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega,
Gorbachev asked why the United States was intervening in its backyard if the Soviets were
supposed to show restraint in Eastern Europe. “The U.S. passes judgment and executes that
judgment,” the Soviet leader told Bush (301). Or as one of Foreign Minister Eduard
Shevardnadze’s aides told U.S. ambassador to the Soviet Union Jack Matlock, “It seems
we’ve turned the Brezhnev Doctrine over to you” (312). The United States wanted the
Soviets to intervene in Romania in late 1989, but they refused. One can draw a straight line
from Gorbachev’s reaction to U.S. unilateralism in Panama to Putin’s speech at the Munich
[12]
Security Conference in 2007 decrying American hegemony.
In Europe, Gorbachev’s notion of a ‘Common European Home’ was predicated on the notion
of the USSR as an equal. But the United States was pursuing a strategy of primacy. NATO
not only continuing after the collapse of the Warsaw Pact but enlarging became a central
feature of that strategy from the fall of the Wall onward. While most analysts think of postCold War enlargement as something that occurred a decade later with the inclusion of
Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic, it began in 1990 with the inclusion of the former
East Germany, the first member of the Warsaw Pact to join NATO.
The formal policy of NATO enlargement undertaken by the Clinton administration became
the vehicle for the extraordinary expansion of the West across the East as most of Eastern
Europe joined NATO and the European Union in the decade after 1999. But Russia did not
in the end join Europe, and neither the West nor Russia ever figured out a way to manage
that outcome. And so today, we have a Russian leader who continues to promote the politics
of humiliation and has drawn a red line against the idea of former Soviet republics such as
Ukraine and Georgia joining Western institutions.
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Russia was never the West’s to lose. Yet the inability to recognize that it was Gorbachev
who ended the Cold War, and that it was his successor Boris Yeltsin who, with the people
behind him, put an end to the USSR, affected how the United States approached Russia
after the end of the Cold War, with some pretty important consequences. Because
Gorbachev and Yeltsin accepted the terms of settlement at the end of the Cold War and the
beginning of the post-Cold War, the United States convinced itself that Russia had
accommodated itself to the American approach. Events in recent years have made clear that
it did not.
Conclusion
It was an extraordinary era, and Bush and his foreign policy team, particularly Scowcroft
and Baker, deserve tremendous credit for skillfully navigating German unification and
building the vast Gulf War international coalition. While they were slow initially to pick up
on the reality of Gorbachev’s desire to end the Cold War and truly create a new world order,
they deserve the praise that permeates this book.
It is also the case that Bush looks even better as a foreign policy president because of the
administrations that followed, particularly the presidency of his son, who even with many of
the same foreign policy advisers (e.g., Dick Cheney, Condoleezza Rice, Paul Wolfowitz)
created one of the worst blunders in U.S. history with his decision to invade Iraq with little
[13]
thought to what would come after.
The United States achieved much in those years, but those years also sowed the seeds of
some of the failures to follow, particularly with respect to the relationship with Russia. One
of the central features of the time was an unrealistic assessment of the meaning of the end
of the Cold War and America’s global domination. In his inaugural address, Bush
prematurely declared “The day of the dictator is over” (72). Even with someone celebrated
for his humility, there were still unrealistic assessments of future. Like the Clinton
administration that followed (and most political scientists), Bush believed that Chinese
economic growth would create a strong middle class that would press hard for democracy
as had occurred in South Korea and Taiwan. And most of all, because Gorbachev capitulated
when pushed, and since Yeltsin sought to outflank him by being even more pro-Western,
pro-democracy, and pro-market, the United States believed that Russia would join the U.S.led liberal international order. After coming to power at the beginning of the century, Putin
soon made clear that his country was not going to be a junior partner in an Americandominated Europe, and by 2014 and the Russia invasion of Ukraine, we had returned to talk
of a new cold war.
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Review by Christopher A. Preble, Cato Institute

J

effrey Engel’s When the World Seemed New is a fine historical synthesis, relying on an

impressive blend of sources, and pulled together in a brisk and engaging narrative. Engel is
ideally suited to write such a book given his previous studies of a crucial early phase of
[14]
George H.W. Bush’s professional career as U.S. envoy to Beijing
and the end of the Cold
[15]
War.
But whereas those earlier projects were edited collections, this work reveals
Engel’s skills as a storyteller.
This short review will focus on a few of those stories that have particular relevance for
contemporary policy: the integration of Europe into a U.S.-dominated security order; the
Bush administration’s response to the Chinese government’s crackdown on pro-democracy
protesters in the spring and summer of 1989; and the decision to reverse Iraqi President
Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in early 1991.
Overall, this book makes clear that George H.W. Bush deserves great credit for what critics,
then and since, scorned as excessive caution. Engel notes in the conclusion, “Faced with
uncertainty, and unsure of the best response, [Bush] paused, considered, and learned”
(477). His “Hippocratic impulse,” as Engel describes it, i.e. do no harm, served the United
States (and the world) well in the waning days of the Cold War, and in the months and years
that followed.
Ultimately, however, after a period of thoughtful reflection, Bush and his cohort came to
believe certain things about the post-Cold War order. One of their beliefs, above all others,
reflects hubris, not humility. In their view, Engel writes, “Real long-term peace could be
assured only through continued American vigilance, oversight, and strength. This reading of
history, a coupling of democratic triumphalism with the centrality of American power, would
drive almost everything Bush’s inner circle did in office” (76). Engel continues, “There was
simply something innate to Europeans that made them unable to live peacefully with their
neighbors, Bush and those around him believed” (My emphasis). Accordingly, “The United
States...needed to remain [Europe’s] nurse and nanny” (76).
Such sentiments are hardly unique. One encounters them even today. In spite of the many
decades of peace between the major European states, and the evolution of the European
Union from a customs union to a full-on political entity, many foreign policy elites in the
United States continue to believe, as Bush and his advisers did, “that the Old World
required oversight from the New” (77). “The basic lesson of two world wars was that
American power is essential to any stable equilibrium on the continent,” National Security
Adviser Brent Scowcroft reminded Bush. “[James] Baker was blunter... ‘we prevented for 40
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years war in Europe’.” Engel notes that “the pronoun is what mattered… the ‘we’ was not
NATO. Neither was it a grand democratic alliance. It was the United States…the central
lesson of the twentieth century, to Bush and those he gathered around him,” Engel
concludes, “was their own indispensability.” (77).
It is worthwhile to dwell on those passages, in both their historical and contemporary
context. By treating U.S. power as the indispensable tool for ensuring peace and Europe,
Bush and his team subverted alternative arrangements that might have encouraged greater
self-reliance by U.S. allies and partners. In other words, by framing U.S. policy around the
‘basic lesson’ that ‘American power’ had been essential, they—especially Bush, but also
Scowcroft, and Secretary of State James Baker, as well as other major players who would
reappear in future administrations, including Dick Cheney, Colin Powell, Robert Gates, and
Richard Haass—simultaneously sought to ensure that it always would be.
Were they right to do so? Given the information available to them at the time, perhaps. But,
even if we conclude they were right in 1989 and 1990 and 1991, it does not automatically
follow that a similar mindset should guide U.S. conduct today and into the future. A related
issue, which Bush et al. took as an article of faith, is also showing signs of wear: the ultimate
triumph of liberal democracy over illiberalism and autarchy. George H.W. Bush betrayed a
quiet confidence that “We know what works” (73). Did they?
This question seems particularly relevant with respect to China in the aftermath of the
Tiananmen Square massacre. Engel notes that “Bush worked so hard to keep the ‘butchers
of Beijing’ a part of the world” (192). Engel’s treatment of this episode and its aftermath
seems to cast doubt, however, on the wisdom of this decision, perhaps not in the immediate
aftermath of Beijing’s crackdown on pro-democracy protesters, but in the ensuing decades.
It is too soon to say that democracy will never follow rising prosperity in China, but it is not
too soon to wonder whether it necessarily flows that way. Will keeping Beijing a part of the
world benefit the cause of peace and prosperity? And what of individual Chinese? Will they
enjoy greater freedom, and, eventually, more political rights, so long as their country is kept
integrated into the global order?
The Trump administration, for its part, has concluded that the answer to those questions is
definitively ‘no.’ Its National Security Strategy, issued in December 2017, explains that
“[T]he assumption that engagement with rivals and their inclusion in international
institutions and global commerce would turn them into benign actors and trustworthy
[16]
partners … turned out to be false.”
A number of commentators lamented such
[17]
conclusions as unduly pessimistic, or at least premature,
but there also seems to be
backsliding with respect to human freedom elsewhere, including U.S. NATO allies such as
[18]
Turkey, Hungary and Poland.
The mere fact that even those countries that are tightly
enveloped within the United States’ protective grasp might become less democratic calls
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into question one of the key selling propositions of NATO expansion.
George H.W. Bush believed in “democracy’s inevitable triumph” (227). So did his son, but
President George W. Bush was less inclined than his father to wait for it to materialize,
especially after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. Convinced that democracy was
the cure for violent extremism, Bush 43 set out to implant it in Afghanistan, and later Iraq.
Of course, Bush 43 was not the first American president to send U.S. troops into the Greater
Middle East. Andrew Bacevich traces the roots of America’s current struggles in that region
to the administration of Jimmy Carter, and explores how President Ronald Reagan’s bid to
help both sides of the Iran-Iraq War bore ignominious fruit in the Iran-Contra affair, and
produced deadly consequences for U.S. sailors on the USS Stark. In this context, George
H.W. Bush’s bid to block Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 is merely one of
many battles in what Bacevich casts as a single big war raging across a vast region for many
[19]
decades.
Bush 41 and his team portrayed U.S. intervention as necessary. “We don’t have the option
to be inactive in reversing this,” Scowcroft wrote (391). Actually they did. Other flawed
thinking flowed from this, including the idea of falling dominoes, e.g. “If he [Saddam]
succeeds, others may try the same thing” (393), and over-the-top comparisons of Saddam to
Adolf Hitler.
Given the incongruity between the claims of what was at stake, and what was actually at
stake, one wonders whether Bush 41 and his team seized upon this particular Gulf crisis not
because of any intrinsic principle about the inviolability of national sovereignty and
recognized borders, or even a compelling U.S. national security interest with respect to
access to the region’s oil, but rather as a test case to prove the utility—indeed, some might
later claim, indispensability – of American power. Engel appears to suspect as much:
“What...ultimately drove Bush to act? It was the opportunity to demonstrate American
leadership, on American terms” (405). We can lament or celebrate that decision, on its own,
and feel differently about it, in retrospect. The costs, after all, were not negligible, and
arguably continue to accumulate—over 27 years after the beginning and end of a
supposedly 100-hour war.
Engel is generally careful to obscure his own views and opinions in this book. He
understands a historian’s obligation to convey the facts, and give the reader wide latitude to
assess their implications. That said, this reviewer welcomed a few of the occasions when
Engel showed his hand. Especially this: “It is fashionable in American circles in the twentyfirst century,” Engel writes:
to argue that the United States and its allies won the Cold War... Realizing their
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inability to keep pace, this reading of history argues, Gorbachev’s cadre wisely,
if grudgingly, surrendered.
This America-centric reading of history is both wrong and dangerous, implying
both that American action alone determines global affairs, and that any
adversary can simply be steamrolled by American military might. Neither is true
(52).
It is understandable why George H.W. Bush and the policymakers who surrounded him
might have been tempted to overreach. In the heady days of the early post-Cold War period,
it seemed that the United States could achieve almost anything. Bush 41 resisted this
impulse on crucial occasions, and deserves great credit for these moments of introspection
and true humility.
The world that he briefly presided over is gone. The United States simply is not strong
enough, wealthy enough, or wise enough to singlehandedly fashion a global order as
Americans wish it to be. And those in other countries are not content to let it try. Whether
U.S. leaders learn that lesson, and reorient U.S. foreign policy away from indispensability,
and toward encouraging greater self-reliance among allies and partners, remains to be seen.

Review by Sergey Radchenko, Cardiff University

T

here exists, at the core of the Taoist philosophy, a seemingly paradoxical principle: ‘to

do by not doing’ (wei wu wei). Doing by not doing means finding one’s place in the grand
scheme of things, fitting harmoniously with the Tao (the ‘Way’). President George H.W.
Bush—the subject of Jeffrey Engel’s fascinating study—comes across as a Taoist of a kind:
sensing the tides of history, floating along, not doing anything particularly stupid, nor
particularly imaginative, just acting cautiously or (a word used repeatedly in the book)
“prudently” to achieve his objectives. Engels commends the “underappreciated president”
(8) for shepherding the world through dangerous times. Someone less in tune with the Way
could have brought us all to grief. So many things could have gone wrong in 1989. Instead,
lo and behold: America won.
The book is somewhat tinged with post-Cold War triumphalism. Engel gives the other side a
platform to vent their frustration, reminding readers, via Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev,
that if the West “thought themselves triumphant, they would seek to dictate terms to their
onetime foes. Any peace built on such a shaky foundation would never last” (292). Yet
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elsewhere Engel embraces the triumphalist discourse, noting that the Soviet Union
“surrendered” (3) and should have known its place, for “few vanquished foes are given so
much” (483). But how much is so much, and what if so much is not enough? Bush’s famous
answer: “To hell with that. We prevailed and they didn’t” (350). Not quite in those terms, of
course, but Engel associates his narrative with the triumphalist narrative. What is there to
be ashamed of? Communism lost.
Bush, Engel writes, “was willing to ride the stream of time, avoiding rocky shoals while
flowing with the current” (480). From a different perspective, this sentence can perhaps be
read as: Bush was willing to pocket concession after concession, patting his pockets until
Gorbachev had nothing more to give. ‘Prudent,’ one might say. After all, Bush was the
president of a superpower, not some “stupid peacenik” (his term, 351). Superpowers have
interests, and the American interest was, first and foremost, in the assertion of global
leadership. Convinced that the American leadership was good for the world, Bush strove “to
maintain America’s position as the world’s dominant power” (8).
Engel gives him a high score. Bush managed, for instance, to keep the United States
engaged in Europe. This meant a renewed commitment to NATO (with East Germany now a
part of the alliance). This meant, too, keeping American troops on the ground. The
Americans, after all, had earned their place in Europe, by rescuing it from itself in two world
wars. “Bush believed that American oversight simply ‘worked’” (344). The Soviets, by
contrast, needed to go. “It gives me heartburn,” Bush said, to think of allowing the Soviets
to preserve their military presence in Germany (347). And so Bush played “power politics in
the extreme” (334), effectively forcing the West German chancellor Helmut Kohl to accept
U.S. presence in Germany as a quid pro quo for the American support for German
unification. A neutralized Germany—something the Soviets desperately hoped to bring
about—would have been “disastrous” (280). Only a stupid peacenik like Gorbachev could
ever think otherwise.
There was something very prudent, too, about Bush’s unwillingness to provide funds to
bolster the ailing economies of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. “It’s crazy,” Bush
thought, to throw money at the likes of Gorbachev and Polish leader Lech Walesa, and there
was in any case not enough money to go around, given Washington’s growing budgetary
woes (250). Bush prudently decided that he was no Truman, and instead spent his money on
fighting a war in the Middle East. The war was a very important one: it was needed “to
demonstrate American leadership on American terms” (405). But Engel, again relying on
Gorbachev for a proxy, points to the ‘irony’ of the situation. There was no new Marshall Plan
but at least we got a new world order, one where everyone voluntarily deferred to the
American leadership.
Some certainly did. The new Czech leader Vaclav Havel, for instance, duly reversed his
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peacenik talk of a bloc-free Europe and soon sought alignment with the West to the
probable satisfaction of diehard Cold Warriors like National Security Adviser Brent
Scowcroft. Other Eastern European more or less fell into line. Only Gorbachev pleaded for
American “humility” (293) and the “balance of interests” (272). As he presently discovered,
no such things existed. The Russians could still “join the West,” argues Engel but,
seemingly, only as supplicants. They could not join NATO, for example, although Gorbachev
and Foreign Secretary Eduard Shevardnadze actually asked to be considered. “Neither
Kremlin leader truly wanted to join the organization,” Engel opines (370), though who really
can tell?
Engel wisely gives Gorbachev a lot of space in the book. There is remarkable prescience in
the Soviet leader’s musings about the possibilities of a new world, and his unheeded
warnings not to squander the unique opportunities afforded by the end of the Cold War. He
was beating a dead horse, we know today, but his visions are a reminder of where things
went wrong. These visions do not really impact Engel’s assessment of Bush’s record. The
Cold War still ended peacefully. The Soviet Union fell apart without rivers of blood. A
quarter of a century later such a conventionally optimistic assessment merits a correction
but the bleeding wounds across the post-Soviet space perhaps belong to a different story,
one that was not even on the horizon when Bush boasted: “This is a victory for democracy
and freedom. It’s a victory for the moral force of our values. Every American can take pride
in this victory” (473).
One thing comes through with particular clarity in the book: the conflation between so
called ‘American values’ and ‘American leadership.’ Gorbachev’s effort to de-Americanize
freedom and democracy was seen by Bush as, at best, annoying, and quite possibly
subversive. The tragedy of the new world order was in the American inability or
unwillingness, and probably both, to fathom democratic values as anything other than
extension of American power. Combine that with all-too-frequent proclivity to ignore one’s
own alleged values (viz. Panama), and one arrives at the basic ingredients for America’s
moral decline. Engel blames Bush’s successors in the high office. But the book tells a
somewhat different story.
“The mark of a moderate man,” said Lao Tzu, the father of Taoism, “is freedom from his own
ideas.” By this measure, alas, Bush was certainly no practitioner of Taoism. He was a
practitioner of the philosophy of American exceptionalism, and this goes a long way to
explain what happened, and what failed to happen “when the world seemed new.”
Engel has written a remarkably honest, thought-provoking, emotional book. As I flipped
through the pages, I felt surprised, fascinated, challenged, vindicated, and even angry at
times. I congratulate Jeffrey Engel on an eminently readable book, which opens a new
window on an important and highly contested turning point in world history.
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Review by Timothy Sayle, University of Toronto

T

he introduction to When the World Seemed New, with its short, clipped sentences,

reads like a narrator’s script for a blockbuster film. What follows borders on the cinematic:
Engel re-creates the key scenes of the end of the Cold War with color—green table cloths off
the coast of Malta—and with light: the flash of news photographers’ bulbs illuminating
President George H.W. Bush. These vignettes, are not—or not only—stylistic flourishes.
Engel’s tableaux emphasize the contingency, chance, and humanity in these larger-than-life
moments that marked the end of the Cold War and the beginning of something new (or newish).
One of the most gripping passages in the book takes the reader, along with Bush, Secretary
of State James Baker, and National Security Adviser Brent Scowcroft, through choppy
waters on a small launch from the USS Belknap to meet Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev
aboard the Maxim Gorky. After this Malta summit, Engel writes, “little that can be measured
changed in Soviet-American relations as a result” (304). Why, then, is it so important that
Engel describe in detail the hastily prepared meeting room, with uneven tables covered over
by the green cloth, or Gorbachev’s efforts to force a joke in the early moments, or Bush’s
trembling hands as he delivered his opening statement? Anyone who reads Engel’s
description of the Malta meeting will come away understanding the immeasurable but
intangible importance of the connection made between leaders aboard the ship. Across the
too-narrow table, Bush was able to convince Gorbachev of his support for perestroika, and
Gorbachev recognized “the end of economic warfare” (298). It is the people, Engel implies,
time and again, who are the key to understanding Malta and so much else in this historical
era: Not because of any great man theory of history but because people matter: what they
think, what they saw, how—and if—they heard each other.
Because the writing is so lively, a reader might be forgiven for thinking of the book a
literary event and not what it truly is: a marvel of archival research. Engel conducted
extensive interviews with many of his subjects and shared Double Stuf Oreos with the
former President. The reams of notes at the back of the book reveal Engel’s research in
previously classified records from the George H.W. Bush Presidential Library. Historians
studying postwar (and especially post-Cold War) policy now rely almost exclusively on a
‘requester driven’ model of declassification, meaning there is little chance records will be
declassified without someone filing the necessary paperwork. Engel’s sustained and no
doubt tedious efforts to request records gave him the raw material for his book, but they
also opened those records for all future students and scholars.
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American foreign policy at the end of the Cold War prompts a reflection on its beginning.
America’s allies once worried about Washington’s ability to maintain its policy of
containment. In 1947, the British Minister in the Soviet Union Frank Roberts told his
Canadian counterpart that he had doubts about George Kennan’s “‘containment’ thesis.”
Containment, Roberts thought, was “excellent for the British, but impossible for the
Americans.” The Americans were too impulsive and their political system demanded
immediate results. They would need to show containment working within five years, Roberts
[20]
expected.
Fast forward more than 40 years to the end of the Cold War and Engel’s depiction of Bush’s
efforts to move ‘beyond containment.’ In the interim decades, the Americans had adopted
[21]
various strategies of containment and proved Roberts wrong—to a point.
But the politics
of moving beyond containment underline Roberts concern, and the concern of American
allies, that the American political system demands quick and easy solutions to difficult
problems. Indeed, the public comments of the day that Engel cites—those made by
journalists and elected representatives—are sometimes more shocking than anything Engel
discovered in previously secret minutes and memoranda.
Bush, Engel reminds us, was cool, even detached, in the immediate aftermath of the fall of
the Berlin Wall. He famously refused “to dance on the wall.” For this he was pilloried for
seeming inaction, even though he told reporters that “The big question I ask myself is …
how do we capitalize on these changes? … I don’t want to miss an opportunity” (268).
Finding answers to questions like these takes time. For myriad reasons they are better
discussed in private, if only to allow bad answers to be offered, considered, and discarded.
Much of Engel’s book is concerned with how Bush and his aides carefully, and sotto voce,
sought to capitalize on change and how, as Bush put it, to ‘capitalize’ on events in Eastern
Europe.
But while the secret meetings were held, and policy papers were drafted and re-drafted,
Bush was chastised again for moving too slowly or not at all. “At the very time freedom and
democracy are receiving standing ovations in Europe,” Dick Gephardt, the House Majority
Leader, said, “our President is sitting politely in the audience with little say and even less to
contribute” (268). The reporter Helen Thomas passed on some of former President Jimmy
Carter’s critiques, telling Bush: “You have failed to show leadership. You have failed to put
the U.S. ahead of the curve on these things that are happening … [W]hy don’t you have any
new ideas?” (248-9). The caricature of an inert Bush came to be coupled with accusations
that he was sticking with an outmoded system of Cold War alliances and defense structures.
The journalists asked: “Why do the West Europeans need us once the military threat
recedes? … Why should there be a NATO?” “Who’s the enemy?” (306, 343).
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These questions suggest how Americans understood—or misunderstood—their accumulated
military power as simply and only an extension of the Cold War. They reveal one side effect
of having drummed up support for containment with Cold War Manicheanism, of having
used a “bludgeon”—as Dean Acheson put it—to beat the American bureaucracy and society
[22]
into developing preponderant power.
When the Cold War ended, the justification for
maintaining America’s military strength seemed uncertain. Uncertain to the journalists and
Bush’s political opponents, at least, but not to the President or his staff.
Helen Thomas’s question, then, “Why don’t you have any new ideas,” is especially important
for understanding Engel’s Bush. The notion of novelty lies at the heart of the book and in its
title. There is no doubt that the international system, and so many of its states, faced
dramatic change between 1989 and 1991. But did the world really seem new? Engel argues
that “the world that emerged from the ashes of the cold war was indeed new” (9). But as he
also points out that “Bush’s ‘new world order’ was merely Franklin Roosevelt’s finally put
into practice” (419). This is a fitting reply to those, like the British Foreign Minister Douglas
Hurd, who argued that 1989 was a failed opportunity to “remake the world, update
[23]
everything.”
The novelty, Engel argues, lay not in the ideas themselves but in the
opportunity to implement the grand plans laid out decades before. Bush saw that “Things
are going our way” (7).
This tricky balance between old and new is an ever present theme as Engel, the author, and
Bush and his Cabinet and NSC members, his historical subjects, all seek to place the events
of 1989-1991 in the broader sweep of history. One is struck by how many of the pithy quotes
made by presidents and prime ministers at the end of the Cold War were recycled from
previous decades. When Canadian Prime Minister Brian Mulroney considered and rejected
the abandonment of NATO, he invoke the Canadian toll paid in two world wars: “we are not
renting our seat in Europe … We paid for it. If people want to know how Canada paid for its
seat in Europe, they should check out the graves in Belgium and France” (348). Over twenty
years earlier, another Canadian Prime Minister, Lester B. Pearson, had rejected French
President Charles de Gaulle’s challenge to NATO by telling the French: ““Do you want us to
[24]
move out our hundred thousand dead, too?”
Lyndon Johnson’s Secretary of State, Dean
Rusk said something similar at the time. De Gaulle, in retrospect, was perhaps the most
important tutor for NATO, offering a dress rehearsal for the drama of a major threat to the
alliance’s staying power.
With the Berlin Wall down, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher fretted about German
unification and the latent German economic-cum-political power in the heart of Europe: if
“we are not too careful … the Germans will get in peace what Hitler couldn’t get in the war”
(346). The British had long agonized over the peaceful aggrandizement of Germany; as far
back as 1959, if not before, members of the British Cabinet had worried that while in “the
short term the French had emerged as leaders, in the long term the probability was that the
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Germans would predominate and this would carry all sorts of risks as their judgment was
[25]
sometimes terribly at fault.”
The Americans, too, saw history on repeat. In Gorbachev’s public campaigns they saw a
‘peace offensive,’ a re-run of the dangerous Soviet smile of the 1950s. Engel writes about
NATO’s plans in case the Soviets intervened in East Germany in 1989. NATO had begun
contingency planning for Brezhnev Doctrine-style interventions after the Prague Spring was
crushed in 1968 and NATO leaders feared another such event might lead to combatants and
refugees spilling across NATO borders. Even Gorbachev, with his suggestion that the Soviet
Union join NATO, was repeating history: In 1954, Vyacheslav Molotov had proposed that the
Soviet Union be admitted to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization as part of Moscow’s
[26]
efforts to throw a wrench into the development of the European Defence Community.
The point, ultimately, is that in small but important ways, Europeans and Americans had
worried about this stuff before. They had thought about the collapse of NATO, or change in
European politics, or crisis on their Eastern borders. As a result, the official minds in
Washington, London, Ottawa and other capitals had scripts—unwritten perhaps, but
memorized—to deal with crisis and change.
Some of the repetition at the end of the Cold War was farcical. After the emergency
committee put martial law into place in Moscow in 1991, Soviet television played a “looped
video of the ballet Swan Lake, the same programming as when Brezhnev, Andropov, and
Chernenko had died.” (459) Thatcher’s concern about Germany’s power, however, was
anything but comic. She saw the phantoms of the Somme and of the Blitz. As Engel points
out, Bush understood the power of these historical precedents that haunted his allies, but
was willing to reject them at times: “We don’t feel the ghosts of the past; Margaret does”
(349).
Bush, Baker, and Scowcroft all applied their own historical knowledge and legends to their
policymaking. They were encouraged and enabled by a remarkably historically-minded
National Security Council (NSC) staff. Memoranda that Engel has had declassified are
littered with discussions of the history of European international relations dating back to the
Prussian statesman Otto von Bismarck. The papers discuss the interwar period and
reference the treaties of Brest-Litovsk, Rapallo, and Molotov-Ribbentrop. The arc of history
is invoked frequently to explain and understand what America had achieved by positioning
itself and remaining as a European power after the Second World War. Where Frank
Roberts was concerned that American officials thought only in terms of electoral campaigns
and Congressional politics, the Bush administration was making policy with reference to
epochs, not elections. The book reveals a striking chasm between public discussions that
assumed, by default, a peaceful world, and the secret memoranda that paint a world not
quite Hobbesian but one in which states compete and might even go to war even after the
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ideological contest between capitalism and communism had ended peacefully.
By arguing that Bush used history, but was not the discipline’s prisoner, Engel makes a
nuanced argument about the effective use of historical reasoning in policymaking. Bush
decided that some of the events he was watching unfold were not the past in repetition but
were, instead, new. He seized these breaks with history as opportunities for new policies
toward the states of the Warsaw Pact, Japan, and the Germanies. The United States had
seen unrest in Soviet satellites before, in 1953, in 1956, and in 1968; each uprising had
been met with the same result: Red Army tanks. In 1989, however, a review of U.S. policy
toward the Soviet Union stated that, for the first time, these cracks were emanating from
the centre, the USSR, and not the Warsaw Pact periphery. Thus, in 1989, the review
concluded that “the time may have come when creative American policies can make a more
significant difference” (94-95). Engel examines Bush’s “cognitive shift,” a slow but real
change in how Bush understood that this time was different, and that Gorbachev and
Gorbachev’s policies represented opportunities for change.
Bush travelled to Japan to attend the funeral of Emperor Hirohito. He knew this would
offend some Americans, but believed that by paying his respects, “what I am symbolizing is
not the past but the present and the future by going there” (107). His support of German
reunification was even more significant and rested on rebuffing the “basic assumption of
Germany’s innate aggressiveness” harbored by most of Germany’s former enemies and
current allies (278). Engel argues that Bush could ‘forgive’ Japan and Germany for two
reasons. The first was this unwillingness to be history’s prisoner or, as Engel puts it, “how
lightly he [Bush] wore the past.” Bush himself spoke this way: “we can learn from history,
but we can also look to the future” (279). But the second reason why Bush could look to the
future was because he was, in other ways, adhering very closely to past policy.
Bush and his administration’s steadfast support for the maintenance of the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization—and, despite the rhetoric, for the maintenance of NATO in essentially
its Cold War form—never wavered. NATO was a forum for diplomacy, but it was also an
integrated military command with an American serving as Supreme Commander. The
Commander was, as one sharp-penned official in the British Foreign Office put years before,
[27] Yes, Bush’s trip to Japan, his encouragement of German reunification, his support for Gorbachev, all looked to the
a
“military proconsul.”
future. But Bush could feel confident in taking these steps because the fundamental organization of American military power and its auxiliaries did not change, and
American officials worked very hard to keep it that way.

Engel describes a Bush willing, in deliberate, careful and calibrated moments, to break with
the past and seize opportunities. These moments—what ‘seemed new’—were striking and
important. That Bush could effect these changes of policies was a testament to his individual
experience, talents, and personality. At the same time, however, Bush represented the
apotheosis of postwar U.S. policy and the culmination of a relatively consistent policy—far
beyond what American allies, like Roberts, thought possible.
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“Like sex, NATO is a good thing to be knowledgeable about, and to experience on occasion.
But it can become a bit wearing.” So wrote the U.S. diplomat Lawrence S. Eagleburger to
[28] One might have thought
Dean
Acheson
in
1970
describing
his
service
at
NATO
headquarters.
Eagleburger was prophesying future debates over NATO expansion. And yet, readers will have to excuse a coda here to address the myths of broken promises and the
Russian complaint that the U.S. promised not to enlarge the alliance.

Engel assesses Gorbachev’s complaints that the spirit of the Bush era was violated as both
[29]
“true” but also “worthless” (482).
He is half right: they are certainly worthless. Engel’s
lengthy account of the diplomacy of 1990 might have been a good place to downgrade, if not
bury, the much-hyped February 1990 Baker-Gorbachev conversation. Instead it conflates
the February discussion of NATO’s place in a unified Germany (an issue on which
Gorbachev says no promise was broken) and the issue of NATO expansion, which Gorbachev
considers distinct from the German issue.
Engel recounts in detail the 9 February 1990 meeting in which Baker adapted the German
Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher’s ‘Tutzing Formula’ and told Gorbachev that
NATO would not move “one inch eastward.” Engel then writes that “Baker nonetheless felt
confident enough in his performance to publicize his offer” to Gorbachev in public remarks
he made afterward. Those public remarks included the statement: “there should be no
extension of NATO forces eastward in order to assuage the security concerns of those of the
East of Germany” (330). Later on Engel writes that “by Ottawa”—the Ottawa Open Skies
Conference, immediately after Baker’s trip to Moscow—Baker had “begun referring instead
to NATO’s ‘forces,’ suggesting the GDR’s territories might yet fall under the Western
alliance’s security pledge while remaining devoid of forces” (338).
But as is clear from the above quoted passages, Baker had in fact started referring to
‘forces’ immediately after his meeting with Gorbachev while still in Moscow. As Philip
Zelikow and Condoleezza Rice wrote two decades ago, Baker’s public comments in Moscow
were already an attempt to walk back his “jurisdiction” comment (which, as Engel points
[30]
out, Baker recognized was made in error) and that the key word was ‘forces.’
This
fabled ‘promise’ was alive for a mere matter of hours before Baker started walking it back in
Moscow. The Soviets, in April and May of 1990, certainly were not formulating policy as if a
[31]
binding promise or bargain had been made in February.
Gorbachev himself has been
[32]
explicit that he believes no promises were broken over Germany.
The idea of a February promise is a red herring. What is far more significant, and what
Engel captures effectively in his book, is the meeting between Bush and Gorbachev and
their advisors in Washington in May. This is the moment that matters. Engel depicts the
meeting in detail, and I will not re-hash it less eloquently here. But it was in Washington
that Gorbachev agreed that a sovereign unified Germany could choose its place in NATO
with no conditions. Whatever Russians officials have said since, Soviet officials knew at this
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moment just what had happened. That is why they were “screaming at one another on the
White House lawn” afterward. (372) This is why a Soviet general said “We have lost World
War III without a shot being fired.”
Where, then, lies the confusion over assurances about NATO? Gorbachev himself thinks that
later NATO expansion “was definitely a violation of the spirit of the statements and
assurances made to us in 1990,” even as he distinguishes this from the German-NATO
[33]
relationship.
To understand—though not necessarily to accept—Gorbachev’s grievance,
historians should look away from Moscow in February 1990 and to the NATO Summit in
London that same year. The Bush administration, both to protect political flanks at home,
but especially to try and protect Gorbachev’s position in Moscow, promised that NATO
would change. The London Communiqué offered—to those who wanted to see it—hope that
NATO was going to transform. The allies lived up to the promises in the communiqué,
though reading it today one can understand why some, especially Gorbachev, might have
attached more hope to certain phrases in the document than was prudent.
The London Communiqué stressed the importance of defence. But it also claimed NATO
“must and will adapt,” would “help build the structures of a more united continent,” and
promised the allies would would enhance the “political component” of NATO. The allies,
according to the Declaration,
recognise that, in the new Europe, the security of every state is inseparably
linked to the security of its neighbours. NATO must become an institution where
Europeans, Canadians and Americans work together not only for the common
[34]
defence, but to build new partnerships with all the nations of Europe.
Here, if you wanted to see them, were assurances that NATO was changing. This was
something that Gorbachev could hold up as evidence that while the Cold War was over, the
main Soviet enemy in Europe, NATO, would not remain as a military threat but become a
[35]
political forum.
The Communiqué also provided the easy answers to journalists who
were inquiring as to whether NATO was still necessary, and obscured Washington’s
insistence that the alliance, with its integrated military command system, remain intact and
capable of waging general war if necessary. As NSC staffer Peter W. Rodman wrote to Brent
Scowcroft in March 1990, the talk of NATO transforming from a military to a political
organization was “a cliché of the current period,” and, perhaps, “escapism, since it implies
[36]
an aversion to addressing continuing needs of security.”
The cliché was politically useful
at home and abroad, and perhaps came to represent what Gorbachev thought was the
‘spirit’ of the time. But beneath the flowery language, the Bush administration saw the
importance of maintaining the alliance and command: they felt the ghosts of the past more
closely than Bush was willing to say out loud.
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Author’s Response by Jeffrey A. Engel, Southern Methodist University

W

e live in tumultuous, but not yet catastrophic, times. After nearly two years, Donald

J. Trump’s presidency has thus far proved less altering than anxiety-provoking. He has
attacked NATO, frightened Asian allies, rattled global markets, declared his intention to pull
the United States out of multilateral agreements ranging from climate controls to postal
rates, and consistently if less flamboyantly has withdrawn American influence from
international hot-spots. He has initiated an ‘easy to win’ trade war between the world’s two
largest economies, routinely touts the merits of despots, and ridicules democratic leaders
for their weaknesses.
In other words, he has assailed the trinity of American, and for that matter, global, power
and prosperity, which has been at work since before his birth to an immigrant mother:
security, trade, and democracy. Put another way, in Trump’s crosshairs are nothing less
than the fundamental structures of the post-1945 world that produced the greatest period of
prosperity and relative peace (globally speaking) the world has ever seen.
Stop for a moment and consider that statement. On aggregate humans today live longer,
better, and with less threat of violence than at any other time in history. None of Trump’s
moves to undermine the sources of this progress thus appears wise. Not only do they run
counter to the worldview of the president whose narrative centers When the World Seemed
New, a president who championed this-1945 system and in particular its dependence on
American leadership, but Trump’s entire existence defies the prudence George H.W. Bush
embodied. Donald J. Trump and George H.W. Bush were both well-born, Ivy League
educated, and national figures for years before assuming the Oval Office. I think it fair to
say the comparison ends there.
Yet despite Trump’s best efforts to undermine what Bush championed, the basic structures
of America’s defensive alliances and engagement with the world continue, thus far, anyway.
Washington remains tied to NATO; its troops remain stationed on the Korean Peninsula and
around the world; global finance continues to flow through New York, research through
American universities, and technology through Silicon Valley. For how long, no one can
rightly say. The four horsemen of the apocalypse are not yet riding roughshod over our
twenty-first century civilization. Yet we look more often to the sky just to make sure.
I make these broad points in order to compare today’s overall strategic environment to that
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of 1989-1990. Trump has thus far avoided the spontaneous international crises that typically
face new presidents in their first year in office. By his mid-term elections Bush had already
experienced—and to a large sense overseen—the collapse of European Communism and the
build-up to the largest American military expedition since Vietnam. One president beheld a
world of prosperity and peace and called it at his inaugural “carnage,” choosing to focus
instead on the prospect of declining American power. The other, facing equally dire
predictions of American decline, instead beheld a world of promise. One looked to unite, the
other to divide. One called for a kinder and gentler nation, the other put children in cages.
Trump’s relative international stability thus stands in sharp contrast to Bush’s challenge of
the greatest tectonic shift in global politics since 1945. Perhaps the 45th president is more a
master of his times than it appears? Perhaps his very presence on the world stage keeps
crises at bay? Ponder this hypothetical in search of an answer: would the world have been
better served by Trump’s presence in the White House from 1989 through 1993, rather than
George H.W. Bush’s?
Find the educated mind willing to say yes.
The second reason I begin this discussion of the thoughtful and insightful reviews of When
the World Seemed New with talk of the present-day is that the question that dominates each
in one form or fashion is the same: not so much how did we get here, to this place where a
boorish narcissist throws dynamite-laden tweets at the basic edifice of our modern world,
but instead what role did George H.W. Bush play in bringing that world into being? In
reviewing my book on the Cold War’s end, it is striking that each reviewer read over 500
pages about 1989-1991, but clearly spent much of the time pondering today.
I wholeheartedly approve. We study history because, as the past two years have shown in
particular, reality is far more interesting than fiction. We also study it because, for all its
flaws, it remains the best means of understanding who we are, how we got here, and
perhaps even where we are going. Thus it neither surprises nor disappoints me to read in
each review fundamental queries over what the Cold War’s end, and Bush’s role within it,
mean for our own times, and of equal import, for what might have been. My deep thanks to
Professors James Goldgeier, Sergey Radchenko, Christopher Preble, and Timothy Sayle for
taking considerable time to assess and engage my history of the Cold War’s end. That they
found much to praise in the book is gratifying in the extreme, and I am honored by their
overall positive assessments. That they found even more to grapple with is I think the far
more important point.
“While it is a great read,” Goldgeier kindly offers as a case in point, “in today’s context, it is
at times a hard read: where did those Republicans go?” More importantly, he argues, the
“United States achieved much in those years, but those years also sowed the seeds of some
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of the failures to follow, particularly with respect to the relationship with Russia.”
Radchenko pursues the same point with literary flair, sagely questioning my declaration that
the Cold War had no individual winner by noting the inadvertent ways in which my own
vocabulary celebrates one side’s victory and the other’s defeat. He thus reveals my own
book to me, and I only wish that I, or every editor I have ever worked with, possessed his
keen eye. Calling Bush less a Taoist than “a practitioner of the philosophy of American
exceptionalism,” Radchenko notes that When the World Seemed New “goes a long way to
explain what happened, and what failed to happen” following the Cold War’s end. Not
during, mind you, but afterwards.
The present dominates Sayle’s eloquent discussion as well, placing the transatlantic
diplomacy of the Cold War’s end within a broader historical context, all while noting that the
“novelty” of Bush’s approach to his tumultuous period in office “lay not in the ideas
themselves but in the opportunity to implement the grand plans laid out decades before.”
Bush saw that “Things are going our way,” and in doing so did little to change the world he
bequeathed (earlier than he’d wished) to his successors. Professor Preble is the most
explicit: “this review will focus on a few of those stories that have particular relevance for
contemporary policy.”
I respect their choices. Given our tumultuous present, we are increasingly left merely to
shout in painful bewilderment like Steve McQueen’s dying lead character in the 1966 film
The Sand Pebbles: “we were home…what happened…what the hell happened?” It is no
wonder that reviewers considering what all concede to be a plastic and pivotal moment in
modern history would search for answers within.
But how plastic is this moment really? These reviewers and other scholars too, myself
included, have wondered if different American policies at the Cold War’s end might not have
produced an even more peaceful and prosperous twenty-first century. More specifically, and
largely agreeing with one of this book’s take-away points, they note that Bush cared little for
designing a new world order, and rather hoped to implement the world Franklin Roosevelt
envisioned in 1945, and rightly wonder if greater American creativity might not have given
us a longer sense of contentment, nirvana, and peace?
I wonder too, yet struggle to think of any alternative system that Bush might have conceived
of or proposed that would not have further destabilized an already chaotic world. With half
the foundation of global order crumbling around him—with unrest in China and a Soviet
Union soon to be no more, taking the Cold War with it—by early 1990 Bush in essence
perceived two walls of the global house collapsing and chose to stabilize the remainder. He
did not consider that the ideal moment to call in the wrecking crew and call an architect.
What might he have proposed to build from the ground up had he instead bulldozed what
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was left? Germany’s fate in many ways drove the Cold War, and arguably all of European if
not world history, since 1848. Preparing for a new century might Bush have proposed
ending the bloody twentieth with a neutral Germany, or at least one militarily defanged?
The idea wilts when one considers the practicalities, in particular the likelihood that ensuing
generations of Germans would forevermore prove both as docile and as content as those of
the initial post-Shoah years. Even today, Germany remains, as elder statesman Henry
Kissinger once described, too large for Europe yet too small for the world. It is not alone in
this respect. One need only look to the size and power of Japanese self-defense forces today
to know that renunciation of war and military might can last far longer as rhetoric than as
reality in a world in which strategic threats care little for principles or language. Perhaps
you might willingly bet that Germans will never again deploy their might in their own
narrow national interest. I would not.
Indeed, one need not in turn search too long for a precedent that might predict how
Germany’s neighbors would react to calls for greater independence and strength emanating
from Berlin. On this centennial of the end of First World War, I challenge anyone to propose
that an arms race and tension within and between European states is to be desired, or ends
well. (This, we should note, is the most likely outcome of Trump’s insistence that NATO
members up their military spending.) The Cold War’s final settlement might well have been
plastic, yet Versailles was a plastic moment too, and the defanged Germans of the 1920s
held much of continental Europe in their hands less than twenty years later. Five years after
that their country lay in ruins.
Perhaps Bush might have solved the perennial German problem by outlining an even
broader security rearrangement? Perhaps an end to NATO and in its stead a form of the
“common European home” Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev often envisioned? Placing too
much emphasis on the latter reveals only a misunderstanding of Gorbachev’s real point. He
did not want to do away with Europe’s bourgeoning supra-nationalism but instead to fuse
with it. In his ideal world a peaceful Soviet Bloc would be invited over time to share in the
Europe already under construction, to enlarge it, not to replace it. Rather than the Brexit we
see today, Gorbachev longed for a Russentry. (Go ahead, try to find a better pithy word
employing “Soviet Union.”) He had no qualms with NATO and Western institutions, save
that his country was not yet a member of that club.
As for NATO, for all the talk in the past generation and today over the price of its
enlargement, and for all we today might look back and see it as a symbol if not a cause
(among many) of contemporary Russian antagonism towards the American-led military
coalition, it is equally as easy to conceive that the Soviet Bloc, including Russia, might by
2018 have joined the coalition outright, as it is to have predicted a hardening of a new iron
curtain merely to the east of its Cold War position. Recall that Gorbachev himself raised the
question. “What if I say to the President [Bush],” he asked, “that we want to enter NATO?”
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(370) Secretary of State James Baker prudently fielded but did not answer the question. He
was true to form a lawyer, after all. But note he did not say no. “It’s not such a hypothetical
question,” Baker responded. “It’s also not so far-fetched” (ibid). Soviet Foreign Minister
Eduard Shevardnadze echoed his leader’s point: “if we are to achieve a new Europe without
blocs then it is not such a fantasy to think that the Soviet Union might apply to NATO”
(ibid). Note his chronology: a Europe without blocs would not be one devoid of military
alliances, but one whose present alliances were instead enlarged. We might alternatively
employ the word ‘expanded.’ But expanded into what? Once Soviet-dominated territory, of
course.
All of which is to say that NATO’s expansion itself need not have undermined Russia’s sense
of security after 1991. More important was the manner in which the organization grew.
Here I think we should be careful. It is important to recognize that NATO expansion itself
first occurred under Bush’s successor. East Germany’s absorption should not count, since by
the spring of 1990 and after months to consider the practicalities of the issue, no leader of
merit on either side the suddenly-defunct Iron Curtain suggested that it remain a part of the
Warsaw Pact. Neither was it conceivable that a new unified Germany would be part of
Moscow’s alliance either. A binary choice thus remained: Germany would either be in
NATO, or neutral. Not so for Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and the other countries that
joined NATO after Bush left office.
Bush might well have endorsed the same as his successors had he won a second term. We
do not know. We do, however, know one thing for certain: Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia
and the rest wanted in. And until Donald Trump became President, the United States had
typically looked fondly, or at least with grudging acceptance, upon refugees fleeing despotic
rule, be they nations or solo travelers. Even young children.
Tying Bush to a longer trajectory, Radchenko is right to wonder if American exceptionalism,
or rather American self-perception, might not be the real story here: that leaders in Bush’s
administration, like most if not all, naively interpreted revolution and calls for freedom as
explicit endorsement of American values. Like the others, Radchenko asks if the exceptional
exceptionalism of the current commander-in-chief might not have been tempered, or better
yet neutered, by greater constraints on American power of the kind no American president
would likely ever have sought. Fundamentally, did Bush, the president who oversaw
America at arguably the moment of its greatest triumph, tee up a subsequent president’s
battle-cry of make America great again?
This book was not written about Donald Trump. It was instead composed initially as an
implicit comparison between Presidents Bush, father and son. Where the former believed in
American exceptionalism but thought the world would in time come to appreciate the merits
of the American system, the latter sought to catalyze that realization. Tragedy ensued. Yet
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the exceptionalism that Radchenko sees in Bush, which I am grateful he noted and which
merits considerable further thought (including by me), while clearly present in George H.W.
Bush, dominated every American president and every American administration in some form
or fashion since World War II. Does Bush therefore need stand trial for the problems (and
the benefits, if one believes they exist, as I do) that exceptionalism produced, merely
because he was at the helm during a moment when different thinking might have led to a
different outcome? If exceptionalism is the one constant of the American political forest,
then why do some trees (or, if you prefer, Bushes) stand tall while others of equal height
seek to block others from the sun?
The question and embedded critique of Bush, that he might have been more original and
done more and thus inoculated us from today’s hyper-nationalist tribalism in which an
American president seeks to dismantle a largely American-constructed global system, lies at
the heart of every reviewer’s response to When the World Seemed New. It is a question
simultaneously fascinating and yet unfair. Presidents can create, that is true; but I consider
a higher goal their ability to hand the baton to the next. This Bush did, as each of the
reviewers noted, and I appreciate deeply their thoughtful engagement with this book. If it
generated further questions, or might even spark one day a wiser historian than I to do
more than explain what a wholly new post-Cold War system might have looked like, not
merely to lament its absence or point out the current one’s deficiencies, that would be all
the better.
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