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[bookmark: _Int_9g2BhvFN]In January of 1981, Ronald Reagan, the former Governor of California, swore oath to office and became the 40th president of the United States (Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History). Undertaking this job was far from straightforward due to heightened tensions between the Soviet Union and the United States in the 1980’s. This time period was known as the ‘Cold War.’ The Cold War was tense and unpredictable since both sides were threatening to destroy the other (National WWII Museum). The rivalry between the United States (U.S.) and the Soviet Union (USSR) dominated international politics during the second half of the 20th century. By the 1980’s, relations between the U.S. and the USSR consisted of the constant threat of nuclear destruction and deep hatred and skepticism between the two vastly different civilizations (National WWII Museum). While President Reagan’s foreign policy was initially aggressive in combatting communism and competing with the USSR, Reagan became more diplomatic by the end of the Cold War. This shift in perspective helped ease Cold War tensions, transformed U.S. foreign policy, and ultimately played a factor in ending the Cold War (Miller Center).
[bookmark: _Int_DgHj0ypr]Before Ronald Reagan became the President of the United States of America, he started his career as a Hollywood movie star and eventually became the Governor of California (Reagan). A core belief that Reagan held was the idea of ‘American Exceptionalism.’ Reagan best described this belief in his farewell address of 1989. He stated that America was, “a shining city on a hill,” which is guided by democracy, liberty, and freedom (Reagan). According to Reagan, America was a beacon of light and stood as a role-model to other countries on how societies and countries should conduct themselves. Reagan believed that America was uniquely chosen as a model for democracy and freedom for the rest of the world. Reagan’s view of American exceptionalism stemmed from his ideas about moral leadership, economic freedom, and the fight against totalitarianism (Reagan). 
 Ultimately, President Reagan’s approach to the Soviet Union shifted from a hardline stance of firm confrontation to diplomatic dialogue, reflecting his belief in American strength and the ultimate victory of democracy. This shift in perspective helped ease Cold War tensions, transformed U.S. foreign policy and ultimately played a factor in ending the Cold War (Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History).
The United States and the Soviet Union rivalry started two years after World War II ended (Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History). The two global superpowers engaged in a military and ideological standoff for nearly 30 years. During Reagan's presidential tenure, he deployed nuclear weapons worldwide and increased both military funding and the funding of anti-communist regimes worldwide (U.S. Department of State). Reagan gave multiple speeches, including the now famous "Evil Empire” speech, depicting the Cold War as an ethical war against liberty (i.e., the USA) and oppression (i.e., the USSR) (Reagan). The Soviet Union countered these sentiments by funding pro-communist regimes. With this tension between the world’s two biggest superpowers rising, the world was divided into two blocs: capitalist regimes that aligned with the United States, and communist regimes that were aided by the Soviet Union (National WWII Museum). The geopolitical struggle for dominance reached nearly every corner of the world and many countries were involved in proxy wars. Throughout the Cold War, experts from both sides of the conflict vocalized their concern of Mutually Assured Destruction ("MAD") if the U.S. and the USSR went to military war (National WWII Museum). As a result, this made the nuclear apocalypse a valid fear for civilians throughout the Cold War.
Despite the citizens’ fear of nuclear weapons, the arms race between the U.S. and USSR accelerated. Each superpower spent billions of dollars on weapons, and stockpiled thousands of nuclear weapons (Council on Foreign Relations).
At the beginning of Reagan’s presidency, he took an aggressive stance against communism and the Soviet Union. He directly confronted the USSR through his increased military spending and funding anti-communist regimes worldwide (U.S. Department of State). Reagan strongly believed that the United States was ideologically and morally superior to that of the Soviet Union (Reagan). This was a key aspect of his foreign policy, especially during the Cold War. Reagan also believed that the United States was founded on divine principles of equality liberty and freedom (Reagan). America was vastly different than that of the Soviet Union. Reagan viewed the USSR as an oppressive regime who denied simple rights and liberties to its citizens. (Reagan). 
[bookmark: _Int_W0Y9DkYU][bookmark: _Int_vwtKm2d4]Reagan was not quiet about his belief of the moral superiority of the United States. This was brought up many times during speeches and press conferences. He often referred to the Soviet Union as an "Evil Empire" which was not only the West's main rival, but as a source of the globe's repression and misery (Reagan). Reagan argued that the system of communism led to lack of opportunity, state power and abuse, and economic standstill. On the contrary, Reagan saw the United States' system of capitalism as a democratic society with flourishing free market economies with an opportunity for all (Reagan). Simultaneously, Reagan foresaw that the communist system that the Soviet Union upheld was not sustainable long term and the economic flaws, along with the denial of rights to the citizens, would lead to its downfall (Pach). 			According to Reagan, the Cold War was a moral struggle, a fight between good and evil. Reagan's approach was to defend the world from this evil by funding anti-communist regimes worldwide. This is now known today as the ‘Reagan Doctrine’ (Pach). The United States funded regimes and guerillas from South America to Afghanistan, with the goal of 'containing' communist influence (Digital History). Even today, this doctrine is still followed by some politicians in the United States and is considered controversial (Digital History). This effort of containment drove his immense buildup of the U.S. military, which included the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), or also nicknamed the Star Wars program (Digital History). Reagan hoped that this strategy would push the Soviets into an arms race that they would not be able to sustain or ultimately win. This expensive program that Reagan started was a defense program that would defend the United States from long range ballistic nuclear missiles. According to this program, the United States would be safe from nuclear attack, which rightfully intimidated the Soviets and resulted in them pushing for their own counter program (Digital History).
In addition to funding anti-communist regimes and building up the U.S. military, Reagan changed many foreign policies of the United States. One of the policies he changed was the detente policy that the last three former U.S. presidents used to hold tensions during the Cold War (U.S. Department of State). Jimmy Carter, Gerald Ford, and Richard Nixon all had the policy of detente which essentially is a conscious process of reducing tensions and setting up better diplomatic relations. This tactic was used between the Soviet Union and the United States, mainly in the Cold War throughout the 1970's (Council on Foreign Relations). However, when Reagan took office, his administration shifted to a different, more aggressive approach. He believed that the earlier approach was not confrontational enough and allowed the Soviet Union to influence the rest of the world without any consequences (Council on Foreign Relations). Another policy that former administrations upheld was the arms control agreements, known as the "Strategic Arms Limitations Talks" ('SALT I and SALT II) (U.S. Department of State). These agreements between the United States and the Soviet Union were to freeze the number of nuclear warheads each country held. The goal of these agreements was to limit the possibility of a nuclear apocalypse, while still holding onto the weapons already in service. The former leaders believed this to be a good approach to solving the tense Cold War period of the 1970's. When Reagan became President, he disregarded this tactic from the former U.S. presidents. Alternatively, he vastly increased the funding of the U.S. military and started the SDI program. Reagan believed that displaying a face of power to the Soviet Union could force them into negotiations (U.S. Department of State). 
Another notable event during Reagan's tenure was the arms race (Council on Foreign Relations). The arms race was a period of excessive stockpiling of nuclear weapons in each superpower's arsenal. This also included the launch of the SDI program from the United States. In response to this program, the Soviet's launch of its own military buildup to match the United States military and nuclear expansion (Council on Foreign Relations). During this period, both superpowers stockpiled a frightening number of over 20,000 nuclear warheads at the peak of the Cold War (Council on Foreign Relations). Both nations were deadlocked in the arms race, trying to counter each move of their rival. The threat of a nuclear war seemed too possible for each country, especially after scary instances such as the Soviet missile scare in 1983 (Encyclopedia Britannica). On September 26, 1983, after detecting an alarm that the U.S. fired multiple Intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) toward the Soviet Union, Lieutenant Colonel Stanislav Petrov was slow to react and correctly believed the detection was a malfunction or glitch in the system and did not retaliate. Petrov made the decision not to inform his superiors about the alarm, as it surely would result in retaliation that would certainly lead to nuclear war. Instead, he kept silent and was later credited with preventing a conceivable apocalypse (Encyclopedia Britannica). This event alone depicts the scary tensions of the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union who were constantly threatening to retaliate the other with nuclear war. 
[bookmark: _Int_OhkogfWR]Ultimately, Reagan's hardline approach to confronting the Soviet Union and his different foreign policy approach led to increased criticism for his tactics. Many politicians at the time believed that Reagan's approach to confronting the Soviet Union was reckless and undiplomatic (Encyclopedia Britannica). Reagan's critics believed that his confrontational, hardline stance would make it harder to find a diplomatic solution with the Soviet Union, with some even labeling Reagan a "warmonger" (Encyclopedia Britannica). Similarly, some European leaders even believed that Reagan was pushing the world towards an arms race that would lead to disaster and provoke the USSR. Eventually, Reagan partially proved his critics wrong as his approach of confrontation and military strength along with later diplomacy eventually helped bring an end to the dreaded Cold War (Encyclopedia Britannica). 
Throughout the Cold War, many Soviet Union leaders had a radically hardline foreign policy in spreading their ideals and how to effectively deal with the threat of the United States (Miller Center). This all changed in 1985 when Mikhail Gorbachev became the leader of the Soviet Union. While President Gorbachev's predecessors often took a controlling, hardline approach to Eastern Europe, Gorbachev looked to end the war with a diplomatic approach (Miller Center). Gorbachev recognized the drag and burden that the Cold War put on his nation and looked to bring reforms and introduce new policies (McFaul). Two of the most important policies that Gorbachev introduced were ‘glasnost’ (transparency) and ‘perestroika’ (restructuring). The policy of glasnost alleviated the restrictions on the censorship of the press and media in the USSR, while the policy of perestroika was intended to revive the Soviet economy by opening the economic control (McFaul). 
Before perestroika, the Soviet government would decide what would be produced, how much, etc. However, after the shift to perestroika, Gorbachev gave more power and decisions to the local enterprises and the ‘little man’ to try and boost productivity and spike innovations within Soviet production (McFaul). This, unfortunately, was short-lived and did not change the economy as Gorbachev had hoped. The opening of the press made it easy to highlight and criticize the flaws of the government and socialist system to the masses. These policies alone made Gorbachev radically different than his Soviet predecessors, along with his diplomatic approach of an arms control agreement and later disarmament with President Reagan. 
[bookmark: _Int_l0erfYjl][bookmark: _Int_iMWTdhOQ]Originally, Reagan did not see Gorbachev as any different than that of his Soviet predecessors. It was not until they began to meet and have a dialogue that Reagan began to see the true intentions of the Soviet leader (Grey, Jennisch, and Tyler). Because of this realization, Reagan began to shift his attitude to a more diplomatic approach with Gorbachev and the USSR. This was highlighted in October of 1986 in the Reykjavik summit in Iceland. The two leaders met to diplomatically discuss arms control (Atomic Heritage Foundation). At the time, Reagan and Gorbachev did not achieve a monumental agreement that changed the shape of the war. However, because of the dialogue that took place at this summit, it opened the door to future negotiations between the two rivals. As time passed and more summits occurred, Reagan began to realize that Gorbachev was serious in his intentions for peace, and this shifted Reagan's foreign policy stance. Throughout most of his presidency, Reagan took a hardline, aggressive approach to defeating the USSR. However, President Reagan began to see that with a diplomatic strategy, he could set the tone to end the Cold War (Atomic Heritage Foundation). In 1987, Reagan and Gorbachev achieved a historic agreement, known as the ‘Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces’ ('INF') Treaty (U.S. Department of State). In the treaty, both parties agreed to decommission nearly 2,700 nuclear missiles which lessened tension between the two nations and allowed for future diplomatic discussions. 
The end of the Cold War was one of the most unpredicted outcomes of the twentieth century. The fierce rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union dominated world politics for almost five decades (Grey, Jennisch, and Tyler). During this time, the threat of nuclear war and MAD haunted millions globally. However, the Cold War ended peacefully without any direct military engagement, which is a testament to the diplomacy between President Gorbachev and President Reagan. Arguably the most iconic moment in the peaceful end to the Cold War was the fall of the Berlin Wall on the 9th of November 1989 (U.S. Department of State). For decades, the Berlin Wall had stood as a barrier between communism and capitalism. This all changed after an ambiguous press conference on state television announcing that East Germans could travel through the western border. After the broadcast thousands began to demand entry. The border guards, not knowing what to do, opened the gates and thousands surged across the border and began destroying the famous Berlin Wall. This event not only reunified Germany and destroyed the Eastern Bloc but signaled the end of the Cold War (Berlin Wall Foundation).
[bookmark: _Int_OH6mwPbn]In summary, the pivotal shift of Ronald Reagan's stance from confrontation to diplomacy to the Soviet Union was crucial in initiating a peaceful end to the Cold War. At first, Reagan was committed to an aggressive military approach to contain the spread of communism, due to his belief of ‘American Exceptionalism’ (Reagan). As time progressed, Reagan realized that this war was not safe for Americans, nor was it economically sustainable. This led to Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev negotiating diplomatically, which led to multiple arms control agreements and the de-escalation of the nuclear arms race (Atomic Heritage Foundation). Agreements such as the "INF Treaty" helped to decrease the possibility of nuclear war which contributed to the fall of the Soviet Union (Council on Foreign Relations). Events such as the fall of the Berlin Wall in November of 1989 also symbolized the fall of a divided East and West (Berlin Wall Foundation). Reagan's willingness to change his political stance against the USSR and willingness to negotiate, coupled with Gorbachev's humility to recognize the need for change and reforms was ultimately the reason that the long and scary Cold War ended diplomatically and peacefully (Pach). President Reagan's openness to changing his perspective and willingness to cooperate with President Gorbachev proved that diplomacy amongst strong, level-headed leaders can peacefully end terrifying conflicts, even when leaders are originally steadfast and set in their ways (Pach).
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