
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. 

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 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. 

Task: Take a double page in your jotter and create a mind map for each president, explaining 

how their policies played a part in ending the Cold War. 
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