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Book Review by Jakub J. Grygiel

Cold Warrior in the Spotlight
Zbig: The Life of Zbigniew Brzezinski, America’s Great Power Prophet, by Edward Luce.

Avid Reader Press, 560 pages, $35

Book reviews, wrote zbigniew 
Brzezinski in a 1960 letter to Abra-
ham Brumberg, editor of the journal 

Problems of Communism, are “debilitating 
intellectually, demoralizing personally, and 
destructive collegiately.” Most often they 
degenerate into personal hostility instead of 
spurring intellectual debates, he thought, and 
thus it was better not to write them. Before 
serving for four years as national security 
advisor to President Jimmy Carter, Brzezin-
ski never shied away from expressing strong 
opinions, some correct and some not, and his 
distaste for book reviews may fall into the lat-
ter category. 

Brzezinski was part of an administration 
that has gone down in history as a disaster 
both in its domestic and foreign policy. And 
yet he has already been the subject of two bi-
ographies, the first published a year after his 
death in 2017, Zbigniew Brzezinski: Ameri-
ca’s Grand Strategist, by French policy analyst 

Justin Vaïsse, and the second now, Zbig: The 
Life of Zbigniew Brzezinski, America’s Great 
Power Prophet, by an Englishman, Financial 
Times journalist Edward Luce. Both books 
are readable first takes on a forceful intellec-
tual shaping U.S. foreign policy in the sec-
ond half of the 20th century. Luce’s book, in 
particular, is full of personal details, relying 
perhaps too heavily on Brzezinski’s diaries 
and interviews with his family but describ-
ing well the energetic strategist who relished 
intellectual sparks even if they caused per-
sonal animosity. 

One must wonder, though: is it 
purely by chance that Brzezinski’s 
life has not so far interested an Amer-

ican biographer? Born in Warsaw in 1928 but 
educated in Canada when his Polish diplomat 
father was assigned to Montreal, Brzezinski 
arrived in the U.S. at age 22. He got his Ph.D. 
at Harvard and then taught there, followed 

by Columbia. He quickly became a key par-
ticipant in the intellectual and policy debates 
of the Cold War. Together with his Harvard 
mentor, Carl Friedrich, he wrote Totalitarian 
Dictatorship and Autocracy (1956), one of the 
most cited texts on the concept of totalitari-
anism, the lethal 20th-century concoction of 
ideology, technology, and control over mass 
media and the economy. Like Henry Kissing-
er (born in Germany), Brzezinski had a mind-
set that was thoroughly European, shaped by 
the historical experiences of the World War 
II generation. He accepted the continuity of 
history, the enduring nature of conflict, and 
the immense fragility of any political cre-
ation, including the American republic. Be-
yond these shared traits, there is no singular 
school of European-born policymakers, and 
the differences among these individuals were 
deep and intellectual clashes recurrent. For 
example, Brzezinski was more optimistic 
about the U.S. than Kissinger, strongly op-

Cyrus Vance and Zbigniew Brzezinski
Drawing from The New York Times Book Review, 1984
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posing the latter’s policy of détente, which was 
based on the belief that America was in de-
cline and needed to accommodate the Soviet 
empire. But nor did Brzezinski think that the 
U.S. would inevitably triumph. In fact, being 
a great economy eager to trade and a great de-
mocracy eager to serve as a model could, in a 
world full of enemies, be hindrances to sound 
foreign policy. 

Brzezinski’s views also did not align per-
fectly with those of the establishment elites. 
Unlike Cyrus Vance, Carter’s secretary of 
state, with whom he often clashed, Brzezinski 
did not consider international relations to be 
the realm of legal agreements and commercial 
deals but a never-ending conflict, often violent 
and always requiring the credible backing of 
force, between deeply hostile actors. As the 
repository of the American East Coast elites’ 
genteel traditions, the State Department was, 
according to Brzezinski, always afraid of op-
posing Moscow because it was “concerned 
that the Soviets might become so irritated 
that they will be unwilling to accept our con-
cessions.” His assessment was spot on, even 
if it created lasting enemies for him and kept 
him from being fully accepted by America’s 
foreign policy elite.

Another puzzle luce tackles is 
how Brzezinski developed and main-
tained such an influential role in U.S. 

foreign policy debates. His time in govern-
ment was half that of Kissinger’s, and he 
didn’t pass fluidly like so many others from 
a government position to a law firm partner-
ship, nor did he really write books for pos-
terity (though he published dozens). His 
best books were probably those written be-
fore his time in the  Carter Administration, 
including the above-mentioned study of to-
talitarianism, The Soviet Bloc: Unity and Con-
flict (1960), and Political Power: USA/USSR 
(1964), co-authored with Samuel Hunting-
ton. And yet, despite being a main player in 
one of the 20th century’s worst presidential 
administrations (an assessment Luce doesn’t 
seem to share), Zbig, as he came to be known, 
had a long shelf life, so to speak. 

One answer is that he was a particularly 
energetic and ambitious individual, who 
from an early age was eager to climb what-
ever ladder—academic or political—would 
bring him greater influence. His love for the 
spotlight never diminished, even in his later 
years, creating a target-rich environment for 
his enemies. His account of his time in the 
Carter Administration, Power and Principle: 
Memoirs of the National Security Adviser, 
1977–1981 (1983), was a model of the self-
serving book, portraying his bureaucratic 

opponents in the worst possible light (Vice 
President Walter Mondale was obsessed 
with his image; Secretary of Defense Har-
old Brown was evasive; Cyrus Vance was a 
member of a dying elite out of touch with 
the U.S. and the world) and leaving the au-
thor as the only one there who had the cor-
rect strategic vision and decision-making 
capacity. The book received lots of attention, 
mostly critical, but attention nevertheless, 
something that Brzezinski always cherished. 
Luce recounts an episode when Brzezinski 
was in Egypt in 1979, admiring the Sphinx. 
His assistant, Robert Gates, thought that he 
wanted a moment of privacy and shielded 
him from the nearby journalists. Brzezinski 
was not amused and later told Gates: “You’re 
doing a great job, but don’t ever get between 
me and the cameras again.”

But persistent spotlight-seeking is 
not the only explanation for Brzezin-
ski’s influence. He got one thing right 

early in his career and stuck to it consis-
tently. In several books and articles from the 
1950s on, he argued that the Soviet Union 
imposed only a thin veneer of global ideol-
ogy upon deeply rooted Russian imperial-
ism. The Soviet empire was run from and 
by Moscow, and its biggest internal threat 
was the continued existence of robust na-
tions that were oppressed but not eliminated 
behind the Iron Curtain. National groups 
under Soviet domination remained separate 
entities, and no abstract ideology could ever 
eradicate their individual aspirations, which 
differed from those of Moscow. Brzezinski 
was not surprised that the Kremlin had to 
be particularly brutal toward the strongest 
ethnic groups, such as Ukrainians or Geor-
gians, because as a young teenager in Mon-
treal he had been shocked by the news of the 
1940 Katyń massacre in which thousands of 
Polish officers, political leaders, and priests 
were killed one by one by Stalin’s forces. As 
Luce recounts, Brzezinski made a point to 
visit Katyń in 1989, leaving flowers with a 
note that read, “For the victims of Stalin and 
the NKVD” (the precursor of the KGB, now 
Vladimir Putin’s FSB). For him, the tragic 
lesson of that massacre was that the Soviet 
regime feared strong nations and could only 
seek to eliminate them by deportations or 
massacres. There was no such thing as “the 
new Soviet man,” and to the American po-
litical scientists who saw Sovietization as 
a process of creating a perhaps higher and 
more lasting social group, Brzezinski would 
reply sarcastically, “Do they speak Soviet?”

He developed a deep expertise in Soviet 
affairs, rejecting the social scientists’ premise 
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that one could understand political develop-
ments through abstract theories perfected in 
seminar rooms. Hence, he traveled frequently 
and widely in Europe, gradually expanding 
his geographic reach elsewhere, especially in 
Asia. He focused on Russia as the central stra-
tegic problem facing the U.S., with China as a 
potential partner against Moscow’s global as-
pirations. Latin America and Africa were for 
the most part irrelevant to him.

Above all, he was impatient with those 
who thought there was an alternative to a 
force-backed dialogue with the Soviets, and 
then, after the 1991 collapse of the USSR, 
with the Russians. While heading Carter’s 
National Security Council, he openly dis-
dained German chancellor Helmut Schmidt, 
a socialist who favored commercial relations 
with the USSR, including investing in a 
Siberian pipeline, in the expectation that 
Western money would soften Soviet atti-
tudes. Brzezinski correctly thought that this 
was a massive mistake, based on the delusion 
that commercial interactions could convert 
enemies into friends, a mistake that Germa-
ny in the last two decades has repeated with 
Russia by pushing for energy dependence 
on Moscow through the development of two 
Baltic sea pipelines.

The intensity of brzezinski’s inter-
est in how to defeat the Soviets makes 
him a somewhat odd fit for the mod-

ern Democratic Party, and Luce argues that 
Brzezinski’s Democratic leanings were “part-
ly an accident of sponsors.” He served briefly 
in Lyndon Johnson’s State Department and 
then developed a relationship with Carter 
early on, in part because he saw a potential 
presidential candidate he could influence. 
But his foreign policy views were not always 
in line with the party. An unfailing hawk on 
the Soviet Union, he opposed the arms con-
trol promoters who thought missile and war-
head reductions would mitigate the conflict. 
He also opposed the “do-gooders” who often 
drafted the Democratic National Commit-
tee’s foreign policy platform, and was loudly 
booed at the 1980 DNC convention. But he 
was not a Republican either, opposing what 
he thought to be Ronald Reagan’s overly 
harsh stance toward Moscow (and declin-
ing Reagan’s offer to have him stay on as na-
tional security advisor) and, later, criticizing 
the Middle East wars of George H.W. Bush 
and George W. Bush. In the process, he went 
from being a pariah in the DNC at the end 
of the Carter Administration to returning as 
a darling of the hard Left under the second 
President Bush, and continued to support 
Democratic candidates.

He was mistaken on a few things. He con-
sistently bought the view that a resolution of 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict would have a 
wider stabilizing effect in the region, as if the 
Arab countries genuinely cared about the Pal-
estinians. He supported ceding the Panama 
Canal to Panama as a gesture of goodwill that 
would have improved America’s position in 
Latin America and the “global South.” And the 
debacle in Iran—from the overthrow of the 
shah in 1979 to the 444-day-long hostage crisis 
involving U.S. embassy employees in Tehran 
and the failed rescue mission that cost the lives 
of eight U.S. soldiers—was at least partly his 
responsibility, even if he would have preferred a 
much firmer stance against the Islamic regime. 
Luce’s book is too sympathetic to Democratic 
politics to assess Brzezinski’s policy mistakes. 
For the author, as for his subject, Carter was 
a moral figure who “kept the peace” (in Mon-
dale’s words), not a president who oversaw a 
moment of deep national malaise. 

What’s more, there’s an under-
lying thread throughout the book 
suggesting that Kissinger was 

Brzezinski’s great competitor. The relation-
ship between the two was undoubtedly long, 
from their early days on the Harvard faculty 

$19.99
+S&H

to their last years in Washington, D.C., and 
had its ups and downs. Brzezinski famously 
criticized Kissinger for favoring the “per-
sonal over the political, the covert over the 
conceptual and the acrobatic over the archi-
tectural.” But too much is made of the rival-
ry with Kissinger (not to mention that Luce 
confuses Kissinger’s 1957 book A World 
Restored, written as his doctoral dissertation, 
with his undergraduate thesis, the much 
more ambitiously titled “The Meaning of 
History”). Brzezinski himself did not seem 
to be obsessed with the German-born strate-
gist and watched with some disappointment 
as Kissinger raked in money by selling access 
to his rolodex. 

Luce ends his book with Brzezinski’s 
death. Contrary to Catholic tradition (Brzez-
inski had been educated in Jesuit institutions 
and, according to Luce, espoused a “church-
going agnosticism”), the family cremated his 
body and spread the ashes in a forest. Despite 
his prolific output, Zbig had left no instruc-
tions on the matter—a reminder that even a 
cogent thinker can dangerously overlook es-
sential details.

Jakub J. Grygiel is a professor in the Department 
of Politics at The Catholic University of America.
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