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A combination of political, cultural, and social history, Robert Dean’s Imperial Brotherhood explains the behavior of Cold War policy makers through the lens of gender.  Dean strives to unravel the complex rationale behind many of the period’s seemingly irrational foreign policy decisions, which culminated in America’s costly and controversial involvement in Vietnam.  He thus seeks to modify the notion that foreign policy arises primarily out of “national interest.”  Policies arise from culture; because culture is a construct, foreign policy must be seen as part of a cultural process.  Throughout the book, Dean successfully reinforces his position by arguing effectively for the centrality of a particular culture of masculinity—an elite, “imperial brotherhood”—to America’s Cold War foreign policy.  Thus, his main contribution is the infusion of gender history into the study of foreign policy.
   


Dean builds his argument in logical increments.  He begins by discussing the source of the brotherhood.  It consisted of an overwhelmingly upper-class network of men educated at exclusive boys’ schools and Ivy League colleges.  Those young men took part in a culture that stressed a future of public service as well as the importance of enforcing conformity within the brotherhood—often through violent means.  The masculine ideal was fulfilled in part through voluntary service in the military, and World War II became the ultimate proving ground for masculinity and reference point to virtue and dedication for the political figures entering public life during the Cold War.  


At the outset of the Cold War, conservatives characterized the liberal establishment as weak and insufficiently masculine, as well as insufficiently anti-communist.  Men on both the left and right tinged the McCarthyist practice of red-baiting with “lavender” baiting: accusations of homosexuality among foreign policy officials.  In this way, foreign policy became connected to sexuality.  Policy positions deemed to be “soft” on Communism led to more personal charges and thus endangered careers; and homosexuals in the State Department became a national security issue. 


Next, Dean focuses on the growth of the United States’ presence in Vietnam and concludes that gender provides the clearest explanation for the decision making that led to that conflict.  The policies forged by John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, and their advisors in Southeast Asia were conditioned both by notions of masculinity that came from membership in the brotherhood and by the political fallout of the anti-communist/anti-homosexual crusades in the State Department.  The aggressive anticommunism that characterized those policies served to stave off accusations from the right of “appeasement” in Southeast Asia.  Dean reinforces the idea of a political discourse of masculinity by highlighting the sexualized language used by both Kennedy and Johnson.  Kristin Hoganson commends Dean’s placement of these leaders’ idiosyncrasies in the larger context of that discourse in a way that brings a sense of rationality to decisions that previously looked irrational.

Dean explains that the nature of his research—that is, combining the cultural topic of masculinity with discussions of the political careers of powerful men, a number of whom are still living—poses some obstacles to the use of sources.  In addition to a number of secondary sources, he makes use of newspapers, letters, diaries, oral histories, government memos, transcripts of telephone conversations on file with the FBI, transcripts of Congressional hearings, political memoirs and the personal papers of key political figures of the period.  Yet, although he prefers archival sources, Dean admits that a discussion of boys’ formative years at boarding schools and of the connections between sexuality and social power often cannot be supported through archival study—either because of the paucity of such information in the archives or privacy restrictions imposed by donors and the federal government.  Thus, for such topics, published memoirs, oral histories, and secondary sources became important (246 n. 12).  

A criticism that arises repeatedly in reviews of Imperial Brotherhood concerns Dean’s claim that the brotherhood was homogenous and almost exclusively of elite stock.  Mark Atwood Lawrence points out that of the senior policy makers on Vietnam, only two—McGeorge and William Bundy—could claim to be “sons of the establishment.”  Several—Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, for example—attended public schools and colleges and came from middle-class backgrounds.
 Kristin Hoganson raises a similar point and implies that future scholars should investigate class differences in perceptions of masculinity among foreign policy architects.

Despite such omissions, Imperial Brotherhood succeeds in bringing focus to a very complex topic.  Many facets of the Cold War remain opaque, but Dean makes headway with his approach.  Lyndon Johnson’s anxiety about having his policy characterized as “appeasement,” for example, fits well into the discussion about anxieties that arose from the McCarthy era’s State Department purges.  Moreover, Dean’s application of gender to U.S. Cold War foreign policy provides a sturdy analytical framework for identifying and describing the process by which Cold War political orthodoxies formed and became reinforced.             
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