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early thirty years after his presidency ended, Ronald Reagan continues to be an enigma to scholars. 
An ardent anti-Communist who infamously called the Soviet Union an “evil empire,” Reagan also 
pursued dramatic nuclear arms reduction agreements with the Soviets, even discussing nuclear 

abolition with Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev at the October 1986 Reykjavik summit. Although Reagan 
spoke passionately about freedom and human dignity throughout his political career, his administration 
supported authoritarian regimes in an effort to thwart the spread of Communism, particularly in the Western 
Hemisphere. These conflicting elements of Reagan’s foreign policy have posed a challenge to scholars seeking 
to understand the fortieth president’s policies and evaluate his role in the Cold War’s endgame.  

In this article, Alan Dobson examines the ways in which Reagan’s ideology, pragmatism, personal loyalty to 
other world leaders, and detached management style shaped his administration’s foreign policy. Dobson 
contends that the Reagan administration’s foreign policy cannot be understood without taking into account 
these four dynamics, which, “when woven together, generally although not always, produced effective 
strategies for achieving clear objectives” (747-748). Although Dobson argues that these four dynamics were at 
work throughout Reagan’s presidency, he focuses largely on the ways in which they influenced U.S. economic 
sanctions on the Soviet Union and U.S. policy towards Latin America during Reagan’s first term. In terms of 
Reagan’s relationships with other world leaders, Dobson singles out Reagan’s loyalty to British Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher as particularly important. He shows that even though the Reagan administration viewed 
Argentina as an important partner in its effort to impede Communism’s spread in the Western Hemisphere, 
Reagan’s friendship with Thatcher motivated U.S. support for Britain in the 1982 Falklands War.  

By emphasizing Reagan’s pragmatism, Dobson convincingly challenges the triumphalist view that Reagan 
pursued a hardline grand strategy to win the Cold War by bankrupting the Soviet Union and precipitating its 
collapse.1 Dobson highlights Reagan’s decision to lift the grain embargo on the Soviet Union a few months 

                                                       
1 For the triumphalist view, see, for example, Peter Schweizer, Victory: The Reagan Administration’s Secret 

Strategy that Hastened the Collapse of the Soviet Union (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1994); Peter Schweizer, 
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after taking office and his consistent support for negotiations with the Soviets to lower Cold War tensions and 
reduce nuclear weapons. Reagan also maintained that National Security Decision Directive (NSDD) 75, 
which outlined U.S. policy towards the Soviet Union, should not contain any points that would hinder 
“‘compromise and quiet diplomacy’” with the Soviets (749). Dobson draws an important distinction between 
the goals of Reagan and his hawkish advisers. While aides like Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger and 
Assistant Secretary of Defense Richard Perle sought the collapse of the Soviet Union, Reagan “aimed to draw 
the Kremlin into a negotiated settlement that would benefit the United States, de-escalate the arms race, and 
prepare the ground for long-term and gradual change in the Soviet Union” (754). Dobson’s article fits into 
the literature that has persuasively demonstrated that Reagan contributed to the Cold War’s endgame through 
his engagement with Soviet leaders.2   

Dobson could have strengthened his argument that Reagan’s ideology, pragmatism, personal loyalties, and 
management style were important influences on U.S. foreign policy during the 1980s by drawing on newly 
available documents from the period. With the declassification of many U.S. government documents after 25 
years, scholars now can access previously top secret files from the Reagan administration. Yet Dobson instead 
relies primarily on memoirs and secondary literature to support his claims. This is a missed opportunity, 
because recently declassified documents at the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library shed new light on the 
President’s role in formulating the foreign policy of his administration.   

Dobson also does not support his contention that Reagan’s ideology, pragmatism, personal loyalties, and 
management style typically “produced effective strategies for achieving clear objectives” (748). As he 
acknowledges, Reagan’s advisers frequently were at odds with one another and with the President over the 
direction of U.S. policy towards the Soviet Union. Averse to confrontation with his aides, Reagan was 
reluctant to resolve these disagreements. His management style therefore often produced a muddled foreign 
policy with unclear aims, particularly during his first term. For example, Secretary of State Alexander Haig 
did not share Reagan’s desire to lift the grain embargo on the Soviet Union or his eagerness to negotiate 
sweeping nuclear arms reduction with the Soviets. Anxious to avoid a conflict with Haig but unwilling to 
abandon his bid to improve relations with the Soviets, Reagan pursued an unusual compromise. He sent two 
markedly different letters to Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev on 24 April 1981. The President’s handwritten 
note was intended to convey his interest in reducing nuclear weapons.3 In this message, Reagan announced 
his decision to lift the grain embargo, which he hoped would facilitate a U.S.-Soviet dialogue on preserving 
peace. State Department officials adopted a harsher tone in their letter, which blamed rising international 
tension on the Soviets and declared that the current international climate was not conducive to a U.S.-Soviet 

                                                       
Reagan’s War: The Epic Story of His Forty-Year Struggle and Final Triumph over Communism (New York: Doubleday, 
2002); Francis H. Marlo, Planning Reagan’s War: Conservative Strategists and America’s Cold War Victory (Washington, 
D.C.: Potomac Books, 2012); Richard Pipes, “Misinterpreting the Cold War: The Hard-Liners Had It Right,” Foreign 
Affairs 74:1 (January/February 1995): 154-160. 

2 See, for example, James Graham Wilson, The Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s 
Engagement, and the End of the Cold War (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014); Melvyn P. Leffler, For the Soul of 
Mankind: The United States, the Soviet Union, and the Cold War (New York: Hill and Wang, 2007). Dobson surprisingly 
does not reference these works in his article. 

3 Ronald Reagan, An American Life: The Autobiography (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1990), 269-271. 
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summit meeting.4 U.S. objectives were not clear from these contrasting messages to Brezhnev, which reflected 
unresolved disagreements within the Reagan administration and yielded no tangible results. Divisions over 
U.S. policy towards the Soviet Union persisted during Reagan’s presidency, complicating the administration’s 
efforts to pursue a coherent course of action. 

Dobson’s article is nevertheless an important corrective to the triumphalist interpretation of the Reagan 
administration’s foreign policy. This work will be of interest to scholars who study U.S. foreign relations in 
the 1980s and the end of the Cold War. 
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4 For both letters, see Letter, Ronald Reagan to Leonid Brezhnev, 24 April 1981, 

http://www.thereaganfiles.com/19810424-2.pdf. 
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