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Backroom negotiations, cloak-and-dagger es-
pionage, larger-than-life personalities, and the
perpetual sense of nuclear annihilation are some
of the most recognizable descriptors of the Cold
War. Widely recognized as one of the most dan-
gerous eras in human history, the period that im-
mediately followed the conclusion of World War II
up to the beginning of the 1990s was wrought with
potential disaster, with no conceivable end in
sight. The sudden collapse of the Soviet Union and
the conclusion of the Cold War came as a surprise
to many. Now, with over twenty years having
passed since both the Berlin Wall and the Soviet
Union came crashing down, many historians have
conducted extensive research to find out exactly
why the Cold War ended.

Through quality research and comprehensive
analysis, historian James Graham Wilson claims in
his book, The Triumph of Improvisation:
Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s Engagement,
and the End of the Cold War, that it was due to a
handful of impactful leaders and their willingness
to step away from traditional Cold War tactics that

allowed for the forty-plus-year struggle to come to
a close. It is obvious that the author places an ex-
tremely high value on the quality of research that
is included in the book, as many documents that
he uses as references are rarely accessed by the
public. This superior research is one of the most
defining aspects of the book and is one of the reas-
ons that it should be considered a worthy read by
students and historians interested in the Cold War
era.

Overall, Wilson’s approach to how and why
the Cold War came to an end is fairly unimaginat-
ive but accurate. His argument about how the ma-
jor players, such as US Presidents Ronald Reagan
and George Bush, Soviet Premier Mikhail
Gorbachev, and US Secretary of State George
Shultz, all had to improvise and think outside of
the normal US-Soviet paradigm does not go
against the grain of conventional thought on the
subject. Of course it took leaders of a different
mind-set to shift the landscape and interactions of
the Cold War to an area in which change could be
made and the conflict ended. However, despite the



relatively weak thesis, the route that Wilson takes
to make his point is well written and makes the
book worth reading.

Wilson does not delve too much into the how
or why the conflict began. He focuses on both ma-
jor and minor players who entered the stage after
the completion of the Carter administration, and
pinpoints the key strategic decisions that allowed
them to bring about the end of the Cold War. For
the most part, he progresses chronologically from
the beginning of the Reagan administration to the
launching of Operation Desert Storm, the event
that he believes signified the completion of the
Cold War.

One of the most significant arguments that
Wilson makes is that Reagan helped bring about
the conclusion of the Cold War due to his willing-
ness to discuss untapped options with the Soviet
Union. Wilson writes that Reagan “wanted to
achieve a grand bargain on nuclear arms before
the end of the presidency” (p. 114). The deal that
Reagan pined so hard for near the end of his ten-
ure as commander in chief would have called for
complete nuclear abolition from both the United
States and the USSR, something that no other ad-
ministration had ever believed possible, much less
tried to achieve. This improvisation was key to
ending the Cold War, as it was the opening of this
dialogue that allowed for Gorbachev to later push
for more radical reforms, reforms that would
eventually unravel the Soviet Empire.

Wilson also spends a great deal of time focus-
ing on the significant role that Gorbachev played
in bringing about the conclusion of the Cold War.
While discussing the role that the Soviet premier
played in nuclear abolition, Wilson states that “a
different Soviet leader could easily have ... halted
all reforms, and mobilized his countrymen to fend
off the capitalist world’s quest for nuclear inviol-
ability” (p. 203). However, Gorbachev continued to
fight for reforms of all types in a hope to bring
about a resurgence for his country, and despite
setbacks on all fronts, never ceased to work with
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the United States to secure a more peaceful state
for the entire planet. Wilson is correct for giving
so much credit to Gorbachev for his improvisation
and willingness to adapt.

It is in the acknowledgment of the importance
of the second-tier contributors that especially al-
lows Wilson’s book to stand out. His thorough re-
search of the numerous secretaries of state, secret-
aries of defense, national security advisors, and
other high-level members in both the American
and Soviet governments and their contributions to
the end of the Cold War allow Wilson’s work to be
solid on the major points. Wilson’s inclusion of
such individuals as Caspar Weinberger, George
Shultz, and Eduard Shevardnadze, men whose
contributions are usually glossed over or attrib-
uted to their respective bosses, makes Triumph of
Improvisation a book that is fair to all members
involved in the conclusion of the Cold War.

Overall, The Triumph of Improvisation is a
solid account of the culmination of the Cold War.
While Wilson’s thesis does not move the needle in
regard to current thought on the subject, his ex-
planation of how each of the major and minor
players influenced the conclusion of the conflict is
interesting and well thought out. It is a well-re-
searched and well-written piece that gives a solid
account of the decisions and actions that led to the
end of the decades-long conflict. Wilson’s emphas-
is on the contributions of so many players and
their willingness to try unconventional means
make this book a worthwhile read, as many of
these topics have not received the attention that
they deserve.



H-Net Reviews

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-war

Citation: Chris Booth. Review of Wilson, James Graham, The Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev's
Adaptability, Reagan's Engagement, and the End of the Cold War. H-War, H-Net Reviews. November,
2015.

URL: https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=44000

Lﬂﬂd: This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No

Derivative Works 3.0 United States License.



https://networks.h-net.org/h-war
https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=44000

