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G
eorge W. Bush’s November 19 speech at the Rea-

gan Library represents the strongest and clearest

articulation of a policy of American global leader-

ship by a major political figure since the collapse of the

Soviet Empire. In his call for renewed American strength,

c o n fidence, and leadership, Bush stakes a claim to the lega-

cy of Ronald Reagan.

Like the other major Republican presidential candi-

dates, Bush unequivocally rejects isolationism. More

important may be Bush’s implicit (but clear) rejection of

the sentiments that have animated several Republican con-

gressional forays into foreign policy in recent years. There

is no hint of a John Kasich-like delusion that we can main-

tain American defenses at the current budget level. There

is no reluctance to have America engage, wherever neces-

sary around the world. There is no shirking of America’ s

world role; on the contrary, Bush clearly recognizes that

role as an essential part of American national greatness.

There is no hint of a pseudo- “realist” notion that Ameri-

can principles have to be set aside in favor of exclusive con-

centration on America’s “vital national interests.” And

there cannot be a clearer repudiation of alleged Republican

“ u n i l a t e r a l i s m” than Bush’s call for a reinvigoration of

N AT O, closer ties with Asian allies, and his belief that

“international organizations can serve the cause of peace.”

Bush embraces “a distinctly American internationalism”

that consists of “idealism, without illusions. Confid e n c e ,

without conceit. Realism, in the service of American

i d e a l s . ”

One of the most important sections of Bush’s speech is

his discussion of U.S. policy toward China. He views China

as a strategic competitor rather than a strategic “partner. ”

In calling the conduct of China’s government “alarming

abroad and appalling at home,” Bush, in the spirit of Rea-

gan, locates the source of our competition in the nature of

the Chinese regime.

Bush reiterates the importance of support for our dem-

ocratic Asian friends and allies, from South Korea to Japan

to Taiwan. But he goes further. In a statement that will, and

should, trouble the leaders in Beijing, Bush looks toward a

day when “the fellowship of free Pa c i fic nations is as strong

and united as our Atlantic partnership.” This is tanta-

mount to calling for a NAT O-style alliance in East Asia. In

declaring that China “will be unthreatened but not

unchecked,” Bush states more starkly, certainly than the

Clinton administration but also than the preceding Repub-

lican administration, that American policy should aim at

blunting China’s growing power and ambition. Wi t h o u t

using the dread word “containment,” Bush calls for a

policy of containing China.

In his discussion of “the hard work of halting prolifera-

tion,” Bush offers Americans a clear choice between the

Clinton administration’s Wilsonian faith in international

conventions and a serious effort to combine pressure on

proliferators like Russia and China with the deployment of

effective missile defenses for the United States and our

allies. Bush stands firm in his opposition to the Compre-

hensive Test Ban Treaty and proposes no phony way of fix-

ing that treaty’s fatal flaws. The New York Ti m e s e d i t o r i a l

page and the arms control fraternity will cavil at his

straightforward denunciation of the CTBT; the rest of

America should appreciate his courageous commitment to

the nation’s security.

In his stance on the CTBT, as on many other issues,

Bush is in basic agreement with the other serious candi-

dates for the Republican presidential nomination. What

this means is that the Republican standard-bearer in 2000,

whoever it is, will run as the heir to the tradition of Te d d y

Roosevelt and Ronald Reagan. The Republican party will

have rejected the neo-isolationism of Pat Buchanan, the

crabbed “r e a l i s m” of too many congressional Republicans,

and the soft-headed multilateralism of the Clinton admin-

istration. This is good for the Republican party. It’s also

good for America—for as Bush says, shrinking from world

leadership “has no place in the party of Reagan, or in the

party of Truman.” It would be nice if the Democrats could

once again become the party of Truman. With Bush’ s

speech, we now have considerable confidence that Repub-

licans are once again the party of Reagan—a party that

stands for that “distinctly American internationalism” that

we believe a majority of Americans embrace.

— William Kristol and Robert Kagan, for the Editors
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