
The end of the Cold War 
 

The Cold War had seen more than four decades of tension between the two 

superpowers, the USA and the USSR.  There had been a number of crises, and a whole 

generation had grown up with the fear of nuclear war.  However, by the early 1990s 

the Cold War had officially ended.  The last part of this course will examine a number 

of reasons why the Cold War finally came to an end. 

 

Factor 1 – Détente 

Détente means an easing of the tension between two countries.  In the later 1960s 

and 1970s, the relationship between the USA and the USSR improved.  This arguably 

helped bring about peace between the superpowers in the long term. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why détente?  

There were a number of reasons why both countries were keen to improve relations in 

the 1960s and 1970s.  The Cuban Missile Crisis had brought the superpowers close to 

nuclear war.  They wanted to avoid similar confrontations in future as they realised a 

full-scale nuclear war would lead to the destruction of both countries.  Both countries 

were spending huge sums on the arms race – money which could be better spent on 

improving the lives of ordinary citizens in America and the Soviet Union.  In America 

and many other Western countries, the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) 

attracted widespread support.  CND wanted all countries to get rid of their nuclear 

weapons and put pressure on the US Government to disarm.  Following its disastrous 

involvement in the Vietnam War, many Americans wanted to avoid foreign wars.  This 

encouraged the US Government to seek better relations with the two most powerful 

communist nations – China and the USSR.  



 

What evidence is there that relations improved? 

In 1968, the USA and the USSR signed a Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.  This meant 

that they agreed neither country would help other countries develop nuclear 

weapons. 

In 1971, the USA agreed that communist China should be allowed to join the United 

Nations.  An American table tennis team even played in China as a gesture of 

goodwill!   

In 1972, President Nixon of the USA met the Chinese leader, Chairman Mao, in Beijing, 

and Leonid Brezhnev, the leader of the USSR, in Moscow. 

 

 

In 1972, the USA and the USSR signed the SALT I Treaty (Strategic Arms Limitation Talks).  

They agreed not to build new middle-range nuclear weapons – but did not agree to 

reduce their existing stockpiles of nuclear weapons. 

In 1975, the USA and the USSR signed the Helsinki Agreement.  America accepted 

Soviet control over eastern Europe.  The Russians promised to respect human rights 

within the USSR. 

In 1975, Russian and American spacecraft docked in space.  Soviet cosmonauts and 

American astronauts were pictured shaking hands.  This was quite literally the high 

point of détente! 

In 1979, the USA and the USSR signed a SALT II agreement.  This promised further limits 

on the development of new nuclear weapons. 

 

What were the limitations of détente? 

In practice, détente had many limitations.  The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty failed 

to stop other countries such as China from developing nuclear weapons.  The SALT 

agreements did not lead to significant reductions in the nuclear arsenals of either the 

USA or the USSR.  President Nixon’s visits to China may have been largely designed to 

drive a wedge between China and the USSR, America’s main communist rivals.  



Games of table tennis and handshakes in space have largely been dismissed as 

propaganda stunts.  Moreover, it was still the stated aim of the USSR to destroy 

capitalism and spread communism around the world. 

Then in December 1979, Soviet troops invaded Afghanistan to support the communist 

government, which was being attacked by Muslim rebels.  The Soviet invasion 

provoked anger across the world and was condemned by America.  The US 

Government responded by pulling out of arms reduction talks and boycotting the 

1980 Moscow Olympics.  Détente was over. 

 

 

 

Factor 2 – US policy under Ronald Reagan 

 

In 1980, Ronald Reagan was elected 

President of the United States.  He was 

determined to take a tough line with the 

USSR, which he called the “evil empire”.   

 

Under Reagan, the USA increased its 

spending on defence.  American 

scientists began work on a new project, 

nicknamed “Star Wars”.  This involved 

putting satellites in space which were 

equipped with laser beams which could 

shoot down Soviet missiles while they 

were in flight.  This would have made it 

impossible for Soviet missiles to hit 

American targets, while the USSR would 

still have been open to attack.  This 

would have totally shifted the balance 

of power in America’s favour. 

 

TASKS 

1. Explain why the USA and the USSR followed a policy of détente in the 

later 1960s and 1970s.  Mention at least TWO reasons. 

2. Give at least THREE examples of how relations between the USA and 

the USSR improved. 

3. Why did détente come to an end? 



At the same time, Reagan tried to undermine the USSR from within.  In secret, America 

provided help to groups within the USSR which were opposed to communism.  Reform 

movements in Hungary, Czechoslovakia and especially Poland were all helped by the 

Americans.  American radio stations, such as Radio Free Europe, were secretly listened 

to in the USSR.  Reagan also gave financial aid to communist countries which 

promised to respect human rights.  All these efforts helped to weaken the grip of 

communist governments in the Eastern Bloc. 

 

Reagan’s strategy was very expensive - the USA spent over a trillion dollars on defence 

in the early 1980s – but it put a lot of pressure on the Russians, who could not afford to 

keep up with American spending.  By the mid-1980s, both countries were willing to 

take part in new talks on arms cuts. 

 

 

 

Factor 3 – Soviet policy under Mikhail Gorbachev 

 

In 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev became the new 

leader of the Soviet Union.  He realised that 

the USSR could not keep spending money on 

weapons when its economy was already 

struggling.  He also knew that the USSR could 

not afford its own “Star Wars” project.  He 

realised that the Soviet Union could no longer 

keep up with America in the nuclear arms 

race. 

 

Gorbachev was keen to improve relations 

with the Americans.  In 1987, Gorbachev and 

President Reagan signed a treaty in which 

they agreed they would get rid of all medium- 

and short-range nuclear weapons.  This was a 

huge step forward because it was the first 

time the USA and the USSR had agreed to 

reduce their nuclear stockpiles.  The 

TASKS 

4. What was “Star Wars”? 

5. Why did it shift the balance of power in favour of the USA? 

6. What was the problem with Reagan’s policy of increasing spending 

on arms programmes? 



dismantling of these weapons began at once.  In 1988, he withdrew Soviet troops from 

Afghanistan.  Then in 1991 Gorbachev and the Americans signed the START (Strategic 

Arms Reduction Talks) treaty, in which they promised that they would destroy a further 

third of their remaining nuclear weapons.  Gorbachev and the new American leader, 

President Bush, signed the treaty with pens made from scrapped missiles. 

 

Gorbachev also wanted to reform (improve) the communist system within the Soviet 

Union and to deal with corruption.  He believed in perestroika (renewal) and glasnost 

(openness).  This means that he wanted to improve the Soviet economy and to allow 

people more freedom to criticise the government.  He believed that these policies 

would strengthen the Soviet economy and encourage people to support 

communism.  Gorbachev wanted to make communism work better for the Soviet 

people. 

 

However, many people living in the Eastern Bloc were fed up with communism and 

wanted to get rid of the Communist Party altogether.  In the 1950s and 1960s, Soviet 

leaders had used tanks to crush protests in Hungary (1956) and Czechoslovakia (1968).  

In the 1980s, Gorbachev’s belief in glasnost meant that was not prepared to use tanks 

to crush opposition.  He believed that each country should choose its own path.  This 

encouraged Eastern Bloc countries to break free from communist control and 

ultimately led to the break-up of the Soviet Union itself. 

 

 

 

Factor 4 – Opposition to Communism within the Eastern 

Bloc 

 

By the 1980s, many people living in eastern Europe felt that communism was not 

working.  In many countries, the economy was struggling.  Prices were rising and living 

standards were falling, and there were shortages of essentials such as food.  

Increasing numbers of people started to call for democracy, and the communist 

system started to fall apart. 

 

TASKS 

7. What steps did Gorbachev take to reduce the threat of nuclear war 

between the USSR and the USA? 

8. Why did his policy of glasnost (openness) lead to the collapse of 

communism in eastern Europe? 



In 1989, Poland held its first democratic elections since the end of the Second World 

War.  Solidarity, the main opposition party, won a landslide victory.  Eastern Europe 

now had its first non-communist government since the start of the Cold War. 

 

 

In November 1989, the East German government announced that the Berlin Wall 

would be opened to allow free movement from the East to the West.  At midnight on 

8-9 November, thousands celebrated as the gates were opened.  People hacked at 

the wall with pickaxes to take home a souvenir.  The Iron Curtain’s most famous 

landmark soon became a heap of rubble.  In October 1990, East and West Germany 

were finally reunited after 45 years apart. 

 



Other countries in eastern Europe followed suit and broke free from communist 

control.  In most countries – including Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary -  the 

demonstrations were peaceful and communist governments resigned without 

bloodshed.  However, Nicolae Ceausescu, the communist President of Romania, 

refused to go quietly.  After several days of fierce fighting, he was captured and 

executed by firing squad. 

 

On 3 December 1989, Gorbachev met with the new American President, George 

Bush.  They made an historic announcement: the Cold War was over. 

 

Gorbachev was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1990 for his efforts in improving 

relations with the West and bringing about the end of the Cold War.  However, 

unfortunately for Gorbachev, there was no place in the new world for him.  Many 

Soviet republics – including Russia itself, under its new President Boris Yeltsin – decided 

they wanted to be independent and to rule themselves as well.  In December 1991, 

the Soviet state finally broke up.  Gorbachev resigned his position as President of the 

Soviet Union.  There was no longer a Soviet Union to rule over. 

 

 

 

 

TASK 

9. Describe the collapse of communism in eastern Europe.  (5 marks) 



 

 

HOMEWORK TASK 

 

You are going to write an ESSAY explaining which factor was most important 

in bringing about the end of the Cold War.  

 

You need to judge how important the factor in the question was compared 

with other factors.  Then you need to write a CONCLUSION in which you 

judge which factor was the most important overall and give a REASON why 

you think this. 

 

 To what extent were the actions of Ronald Reagan the most 

important reason for the end of the Cold War?  (8 marks) 

 

PARAGRAPH 1 – The actions of Ronald Reagan 

 Explain how Reagan’s actions helped end the Cold War 

 Try to mention TWO things Reagan did 

 TWO good, detailed sentences are fine here. 

 

PARAGRAPH 2 – Other factors 

 Explain how other factors helped end the Cold War 

 You could mention détente; the actions of Gorbachev; 

opposition to communism within the Eastern Bloc 

 Try to mention THREE reasons why the Cold War ended 

 THREE good, detailed sentences are fine here. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 Make a judgement and give a supporting reason 

 In conclusion, I think the most important reason for the end of 

the Cold War was….  This is because…. 


