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The United States emerged from the wanton destruction of the Second
World War to stand, in Dean Acheson’s immodest but not inaccurate estimation, ‘present at the creation’ of the emerging liberal order.1 America
succeeded beyond even its wildest expectations. A Washington-centric
security commitment helped galvanise the emerging Pax Americana. Freemarket capitalism delivered prosperity that gave the order legitimacy.
Given their nation’s dramatic rise since its founding in the late eighteenth
century, Americans could be forgiven for believing that their industrious
people and blessed geography made ascension to global supremacy (and
envy) inevitable. And when, in early 1998, secretary of state Madeleine
Albright said, ‘We are the indispensable nation. We stand tall. We see
further into the future’,2 it was difficult to disagree. The United States had
emphatically won the Cold War, and the ensuing decade – during wars
in the Persian Gulf and the Balkans, and in the march of free markets and
democracy – saw America play the essential role in an extraordinary, unipolar era. Rather than resting on its laurels after the collapse of Soviet power,
the United States began, in the words of president George H.W. Bush’s
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expansive 1991 National Security Strategy, once more ‘building a new international system in accordance with our own values and ideals’ (pp. 347–8).
American primacy was not just military and political, but also economic,
ideological and even cultural (in what came to be known as soft power).
But, on the way to that unipolar moment, it was not constant. As the young
Johns Hopkins diplomatic historian Hal Brands reminds us in his delightful tome, Making the Unipolar Moment, the 1970s witnessed real, and at the
time apparently permanent, US decline. After the especially distressing year
of 1979, with revolutions in Nicaragua and Iran, and
the ensuing Tehran hostage crisis, Businessweek wrote
that America was entering the 1980s as a ‘wounded,
demoralized colossus’ (p. 29). The political scientist
Robert W. Tucker concluded in Foreign Affairs that the
year’s wretched events had made ‘America’s decline
very nearly a commonplace’.3
As Brands explains, the very fact that president
Lyndon Johnson could send 500,000 troops to toil and
bleed in Vietnam in the 1960s demonstrated the reach
of America’s post-war power. But by 1970, failure to
win in Vietnam had driven president Richard Nixon
to a new outlook: ‘America cannot – and will not –
conceive all the plans, design all the programs, execute all the decisions
and undertake the defense of free nations of the world’ (p. 22). CIA director William Colby was even more gloomy. ‘Our allies have been disturbed,
and our adversaries heightened’ (p. 22). As the decade progressed, with
the Watergate affair, continued social trauma from the Vietnam War, and
revelations of CIA excesses from Chile to the Congo, America’s post-war
foreign-policy consensus splintered, to be replaced by a backlash against
executive power. Public support for an interventionist foreign policy
plunged; by 1975, only one-third of Americans felt it important for the
country to maintain its commitments to other nations. And while American
defence spending decreased by 40% from 1968 to 1975, and its military personnel dropped from 3.5 million to 2m, the Soviets were building up (p.
27). As Donald Rumsfeld, then president Gerald Ford’s secretary of defense,
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wrote in 1976: ‘The Soviets have a strong momentum, while we have a
strong downward momentum’ (p. 27).
Washington faced an onslaught of crises: reverses in vital theatres
ranging from Vietnam to Afghanistan, the implosion of the Bretton Woods
exchange-rate system, dual oil shocks, and chronic inflation and unemployment. President Jimmy Carter’s diary reflected the malaise: ‘I had a
depressing breakfast with economic advisors, who don’t know what to do
about inflation or energy’ (p. 21). The Shah of Iran privately told associates
that the United States might turn into a ‘fifth or even a tenth-rate power’
(p. 17). Henry Kissinger lamented that ‘America has never been weaker’ (p.
17). Nixon was also despondent: ‘I think of what happened to Greece and to
Rome; what is left – only pillars’ (p. 17).
Brands, however, sees the 1970s as a paradoxical moment in the Cold
War. Outwardly, the majority of evidence indicated that America was going
south while its Soviet adversary was racing ahead. Less visibly, however, it
was the Soviets who left the decade ‘hobbled, overextended and heading into
irreversible slide’ (p. 38). Despite the constant setbacks and errors, big historical winds were blowing America’s way, laying the foundation for a novel
post-Cold War order: human rights, democracy and globalisation. Brands
sees American efforts in this area as generally positive: assisting democratic
forces, pressuring Third World generals to either remain or return to the barracks, and cultivating an order where American values were paramount. As
president Ronald Reagan’s secretary of state George Shultz put it, ‘History is
on our side’.4 Yet if the totality favoured the American project, Brands adds,
some of the forces unleashed in the 1970s, including terrorism and Islamic
radicalism, ‘would bedevil U.S. policymakers for decades’ (p. 12).
The stereotypical account of Jimmy Carter’s foreign policy is that an
admirable but naïve post-Vietnam, post-Watergate elevation of human
rights failed drastically in the face of relentless Soviet and global communist
offensives. Yet Brands convincingly depicts a president who correctly sensed
that human rights would eventually become a key pillar of the American
soft-power arsenal. So while Carter was ridiculed, for instance, for chastising rightist military regimes in Brazil and El Salvador, the commitment to
human rights would in time pay dividends. Realists such as Kissinger were
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‘indifferent, even hostile’ to any embrace of these political and social trends:
‘The Soviet Union won’t be overthrown without noticing it’, said Kissinger,
‘and certainly not because of things like increased circulation of newspapers
and so on’ (p. 44). Kissinger, as Brands puts it, was ‘implacably opposed’ to
human rights in statecraft and saw little alternative to siding with ‘friendly,
if not murderous autocrats’ in Iran, Chile and Indonesia. America could
simply not sell out its friends over human rights. Kissinger even blocked
State Department initiatives to pressure rightist governments on political
prisoners and democracy. As he told Brazilian military president Emilio
Médici, ‘Any differences we have are “in the family”. Our fundamental relationship is of paramount importance’ (p. 44). Or take Chile, where General
Augusto Pinochet had overthrown the Marxist, democratically elected
president Salvador Allende in 1973 and installed a military dictatorship.
‘However unpleasant they act’, Kissinger said of the Chilean junta, ‘the government is better for us than Allende was’ (p. 45). In 1976, Kissinger told
Pinochet: ‘We are sympathetic to what you are trying to do here’ (pp. 45–6).
Brands believes that whatever their contribution to short-term stability,
‘Kissinger’s initiatives also put him at odds with the longer-term trends in
the international system, and with the proponents of those trends in the
United States’ (p. 46). For all Kissinger’s historical and diplomatic acumen,
Brands notes, both left and right increasingly viewed him as a ‘retrograde
figure’, out of sync with these new global norms. And the American public
shared this new sentiment. In 1976, the State Department conducted publicopinion conversations and sensed a ‘deep-seated yearning that the moral
aspect of foreign policy issues should be a significant factor in foreign
policy decisions’.

Peace through strength?
The nadir of a seemingly terrible American decade was the USSR’s December
1979 invasion of Afghanistan. Yet, of course, that country ended up becoming Moscow’s own bleeding ulcer. Also not well understood at the time
were the implications of Moscow’s massive defence spending. According
to one official: ‘We were enthusiastically arming ourselves, like binging
drunks’ (p. 35). The resulting ‘Reagan buildup’ on defence, Brands reminds
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us, actually started under Carter, with support for programmes such as the
MX missile and the B-2 stealth bomber. ‘There’s overwhelming support in
this Congress for defense’, said one Democratic congressman in 1980 (p. 75).
Carter also foreshadowed Reagan in his optimistic sense that America was
bound to win this struggle: ‘If we can buy at least five or six years time in
getting along with the Soviets, the trends will be in our favor’ (p. 36).
The incoming Reagan administration based its defence build-up on the
logic that aggressive spending would force the Soviets to keep up. As Reagan
saw it, ‘If they want an arms race, [the Russians will need to] break their
backs to keep up’ (p. 79). In hawkish defense secretary Caspar Weinberger’s
undiplomatic words, the Soviets had a ‘great fear of the Pershings’ (p. 76).
And rightly so: these were highly accurate intermediate-range ballistic missiles that could hit Warsaw Pact targets in a matter of minutes.
Reagan, as is now legend, dismissed Soviet communism as a ‘bizarre
chapter in human history whose last pages are even now being written’. Its
leaders were purveyors of ‘totalitarian darkness’ and the ‘focus of evil in the
modern world’ (p. 81). But it was actually the USSR’s economy that Reagan
saw as its key weak spot. In 1982 the Republican president made a claim
that many took as hyperbole: ‘The Soviet Union is more vulnerable than
ever. They are literally starving people to keep this up’ (p. 78).
The Reagan administration chose Eastern Europe – and particularly
Poland, where the labour union Solidarity was founded at the Lenin
Shipyard in 1980, led by Lech Walesa – as fertile ground for taking the
fight to the communists. Indeed, overt aid to Solidarity not only aided the
movement’s resistance to communism but also showed Moscow’s inability
to quash dissent within its empire. After Warsaw imposed martial law in
December 1981, Reagan was anything but defeatist: ‘We can’t let this revolution against Communism fail without offering a hand. We may never have
an opportunity like this in our lifetime’ (p. 82). And thus Washington waged
a covert political war, through expanded radio broadcasts into the country,
the provision of communications equipment and clandestine CIA funding
to labour movements. The Reagan administration collaborated, and even
exchanged intelligence, with the decidedly anti-communist Pope John Paul
II’s Vatican. As Weinberger quipped, ‘It was quite a holy alliance’ (p. 82).
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At first, there was little to indicate that America was now winning the
Cold War. The CIA, for example, predicted that it was ‘highly unlikely’
that the Soviet Union and United States would ‘shift to a policy of genuine
and far-reaching accommodation’ anytime soon (p. 92). Meanwhile, Soviet
leaders were accusing Reagan of being a second Hitler and ‘fanning the
flames of war’ (p. 92).
Brands holds that the Reagan Doctrine was, in operation and intent,
much more ‘complicated and torturous’ than was believed then or now –
especially after the first few years (p. 69). Reagan initially saw the Ford-era
strategy of detente as only abetting Soviet advances. ‘Détente – isn’t that
what a farmer has with his turkey until Thanksgiving Day?’, he asked in
1978.5 Yet the supposedly soft outcomes that detente produced, such as
decreasing Soviet jamming of Voice of America (VOA) broadcasts, imports
of Western consumer goods and greater people-to-people contacts, eventually showed how wretched and martial the Soviet bloc really was. And
Reagan used those same tools to channel his irrepressible optimism into a
transformational strategy.
Brands considers Reagan’s more conciliatory foreign policy from 1983 to
1987 less as a reversal, as it is often described, than as a recalibration. Reagan
wanted to win the Cold War, but the means of doing so had to change,
lest the tensions of the early 1980s lead to something catastrophic. George
Shultz – not the hawkish Weinberger and Alexander Haig, Shultz’s predecessor at Foggy Bottom – was the American president’s key player, using
skilled diplomacy, as Brands tells it, to ‘elicit a dramatic easing of tensions
on remarkably favorable terms’ (p. 7). And even when Reagan was pushing
rearmament, Brands adds, his negotiators were simultaneously promoting some of the ‘boldest disarmament proposals in decades’. In Reagan’s
words, ‘Let us agree to do more than simply begin where … previous efforts
left off. We can and should attempt major qualitative and quantitative progress’ (p. 86).
In Moscow for Soviet premier Konstantin Chernenko’s funeral in March
1985, Shultz told the new premier, Mikhail Gorbachev, ‘President Reagan
told me to look you squarely in the eye and tell you, “Ronald Reagan
believes that this is a very special moment in the history of mankind”’
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(p. 97). Brands adds that the arrival of a ‘flexible and forthcoming interlocutor’ in the form of Gorbachev was indispensable to the dramatic ‘singular
improvement in the tenor of East–West affairs’ of relations and progress
that ensued, often as part of the five Reagan–Gorbachev summits that
led to unprecedented nuclear-arms-control accords (p. 97). And we must
not forget the flak that Reagan took from his right flank about this very
rapprochement. Republican congressman Jack Kemp said that Reagan’s
arms-control policies amounted to a ‘nuclear Munich’. Columnist George
Will wrote that Reagan had ‘accelerated the oral disarmament of the West
– actual disarmament will follow’ (p. 103).

Doctrine and democracy
Only weeks into his first term in office, Reagan hosted the autocratic leaders
of South Korea and Argentina and assured them that, with him as president,
there would be ‘no public scoldings and lectures’ (p. 79). Kissinger-style
realpolitik was back. In outspoken UN ambassador Jean Kirkpatrick’s
cheeky phrasing, ‘moderation and democracy’ had been Carter’s goals, and
‘Khomeini and the Ortega brothers’ were the result (p. 121).
Brands admirably scrutinises the moral, financial and even geopolitical
cost of a Reagan Doctrine that at times ‘helped foster the very problems’,
such as Islamist terrorism, ‘that U.S. strategy would confront in the unipolar
era’ (p. 12). Reagan’s about face was especially aggressive in Latin America,
in an attempt to stop the bleeding in America’s contest with Moscow in
the global periphery – particularly in El Salvador, where a line would be
drawn to prevent ‘another Cuba’. As Pentagon official Nestor Sanchez put
it: ‘We no longer have the luxury of using Latin America as a test bed for
social experiments. The stakes are too high’ (p. 122). Once again the region’s
extreme right could rely on ideological brethren in the Oval Office. A
Guatemalan rightist businessman described the scene when Reagan beat
Carter in November 1980: ‘We celebrated … just like New Year’s Eve with
mariachis, marimbas, and firecrackers’. In neighbouring El Salvador, death
squads left mangled bodies with messages like this: ‘With Ronald Reagan,
the miscreants and guerrillas of Central America and El Salvador will be
finished’ (p. 122).
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The Reagan administration’s ideological zeal, as Brands gently puts it,
‘fed into dubious behavior within the executive branch’ (p. 114). Trickery
of the kind on show in the Iran Contra scandal ‘undercut the moral clarity’
that Reagan sought to promote (p. 139). Yet, in that instance, Reagan’s
aides might be excused for having acted too literally on their boss’s orders:
‘Do whatever you have to do to help these people keep body and soul
together’ (p. 114).
The dilemma for Reagan in a case like Nicaragua was that a narrow, justifiable desire to check Marxism in its backyard – something even supposedly
the dovish Carter had attempted – had radically greater consequences. And
here Brands shines in his ability to get at this nuance:
By supporting the Contras, Washington was not simply applying ‘sharp
pressure’ on the regime; it was fueling a civil war that inflicted hellish
punishment on Nicaraguans. That war ultimately caused 30,000–35,000
deaths, and massive economic damage … And within the United States,
the imperatives of funding the war amid growing congressional opposition
eventually led to downright felonious behavior that challenged the system
of checks and balances underpinning American democracy. (p. 139)

As one critic argues, ‘If Ronald Reagan wanted credit for having saved
Nicaragua, he also had to take responsibility for having destroyed much of
it in the process’ (p. 169). One of Reagan’s top aides, James Baker, called the
Contras war the ‘Vietnam of the 1980s’ (p. 14).
If the movie had ended there, Brands posits, the conclusion would be
that the Reagan Doctrine was a ‘disaster for human rights’. Brands is convinced that pressure from Capitol Hill and public opinion made a strategy
that ‘explicitly devalued’ human rights simply untenable. Belatedly and
unevenly, the Reagan administration came to embrace the very soft power
that it had so recently ridiculed. Reagan told the British Parliament in June
1982 that it was America’s mission to ‘foster the infrastructure of democracy—the system of a free press, unions, political parties, universities’.6
One of the most visible methods was through the bipartisan, congressionally funded National Endowment for Democracy (NED), founded in 1983,
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which carried out significant democracy campaigns against leftist and rightist repression – funding democratic trade unions and opposition parties and
providing electoral media in a series of countries from communist Poland,
to apartheid South Africa, to Pinochet’s Chile. This legacy continued into
the post-Cold War era: democracy assistance jumped from roughly $100m
at the end of the 1980s to $2.5 billion in 2011. For Brands, Reagan-era democracy efforts were neither a ‘cure-all for troubled societies’, nor the cause of a
massive wave of democracy, but they were often a key factor (p. 155).
Of course, the most powerful weapon of the Reagan Doctrine – funding
anti-Soviet mujahideen, Islamic insurgents in Afghanistan – would eventually blow up in Washington’s face. As Brands observes, America’s ostensible
allies in Afghanistan held a worldview ‘barely less hostile’ to Washington
than Moscow’s. CIA official Robert Gates worried that US policies had
sowed ‘lingering and dangerous after effects’ (p. 114) – a lesson learned bitterly after the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001.
Brands contends, however, that statecraft is a matter of trade-offs and
unintended consequences – and dubious outcomes in Afghanistan and
Nicaragua should not negate Reagan’s major Cold War gains. US–Soviet
relations had changed dramatically by the late 1980s. At their last summit
in December 1988 in New York City, Reagan and Gorbachev treated each
another as old friends, not as chiefs of rival superpowers. The Soviet premier
then announced at the UN a unilateral half-million reduction in Soviet troops
and the removal of 50,000 soldiers and 5,000 tanks from Eastern Europe,
and renounced class struggle and ideological conflict as the foundation of
Moscow’s diplomatic relations. As one observer put it, Gorbachev’s address
was the ‘most astounding statement of surrender in the history of ideological struggle’ (p. 112).
*

*

*

George H.W. Bush took office only months before the Berlin Wall crumbled. Brands applauds the administration for a sensitive combination of
diplomacy that replaced the bipolar East–West system with something in
which Washington and its Western allies were ‘clearly dominant’ (p. 9). The
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overwhelming military power Washington displayed in the Gulf War in 1991
reinforced the sense of American primacy. Yet, as we now know, this was
not the end of history. Brands’s take is that unipolarity left America ‘courting the hubris’ that came with such incredible power, earning the enmity
of those for whom the US juggernaut appeared threatening. Paradoxically,
Brands writes, the unipolar moment was not an era of ‘peace or repose’ for
the United States, but one of new threats, most patently manifested on 9/11.
In a way only an unrivalled superpower could, America responded to those
threats by heightening its hegemonic tendencies, setting out to depose enemy
governments and remake nations halfway around the globe. And the rest,
as they say, is history.
Given all the residual ideological and cultural rancour among baby
boomers, perhaps it took a younger scholar with clear eyes to tell this story
so well. Brands concludes that the Reagan and George H.W. Bush administrations did not transform the world ‘from scratch’, and that reasonable
observers would do well to acknowledge that both administrations were
blessed to be in power when ‘so much was breaking Washington’s way’ (p.
11). Brands has little time for the legions of authors arguing that the end
of the Cold War and America’s subsequent unipolar dominance somehow
just ‘happened’; it is simply inconceivable, Brands argues, that things would
have gone as they did had Washington not deftly exploited them. Yet the
Cold War’s costs were indeed staggering, and Brands is rightly not of the
mind that the ends of victory somehow excused every nefarious means.
Ideologically rigid readers of a certain generation may be unimpressed,
especially those quick to detect American chauvinism. For the rest of us,
however, Making the Unipolar Moment is a breath of fresh air on a topic politicised, or as often romanticised, for far too long.
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