The Brandenburg Gate Speech of 1987: What Does Reagan Make Important About East-West Relations?

“Come here to this gate! Mr. Gorbachev, open this gate!” This quote is easily the most famous reference to the Brandenburg Gate Speech of 1987 that appears in scholarly articles and works detailing the relationship between the Reagan administration and the Soviet Union. And yet, while it encapsulates the tone of Reagan’s direct attitudes regarding communism, there are many more instances throughout the address that can tell us significantly more about the views and focal issues that dominated Reagan’s fight against the existence of the Soviet Union. Within the source, several key sections are given heightened emphasis through the use of a continuous central narrative of moral rhetoric. Reagan’s presidential persona is widely acknowledged to be one of a storyteller, with his “rhetorical style [being] fundamental in defining him as a president” [footnoteRef:1]. The use of storytelling and grandiose imagery that appears in the majority of Reagan’s speeches, and especially in his Brandenburg Speech, went hand in hand with his hard-line politics; the decisiveness with which he told these stories reflecting the same single-mindedness that he displayed in his leadership. The use of narration to convey a central principle is a consistent feature of communications from the Reagan administration and is shown both within the source of this essay and other addresses made during Reagan’s presidency. Because this style of discourse is a defining characteristic of his presidential image, it is also one of the key factors in understanding what the source aims to make important and how it achieves that status. The overarching narrative of good and evil, in which liberty and freedom are promoted as the will of the ‘good’ western powers, is used to polarise public opinion. As Jan Hanska notes, the impact of narrativized politics on the people exposed to them should be one of the main points of emphasis in any analysis, and this is especially true for an administration so heavily built around the political equivalent of spinning the yarn [footnoteRef:2]. Within these narratives, Reagan creates a grand American myth, combining the ideals of the American identity with his personal views and social policies. In his article ‘Telling America’s Story: Narrative Form and the Reagan Presidency’, William Lewis described these myths as presenting America as the “chosen nation, grounded in its families and neighbourhood, and driven inevitably forward by its heroic hard-working people”[footnoteRef:3]. It is through this method of address that Reagan utilised several angles within one story to create a clear distinction between the ‘good’ and the ‘evil’ characters within a wider story. The Brandenburg Gate Speech uses these concepts to structure several sub narratives that make various parts of American foreign policy, and its impact on the global stage, important.  [1:  Stefanie E. Skoniecki, ‘Tear Apart This Speech! A Burkean Analysis of Ronald Reagan’s ‘Tear Down This Wall’ Speech, Young Scholars in Writing, 2(2004), 18-28(18)]  [2:  Jan Hanska, Reagan’s Mythical America: Storytelling as Political Leadership’, (New York; Springer,2012)p.79]  [3:  William F. Lewis, ‘Telling America’s Story: Narrative Form and the Reagan Presidency’, Quarterly Journal of speech, 73(1987), 280-302] 


Throughout the Brandenburg Gate speech, the most consistent and sustained rhetoric is Reagan’s allusion toward the moral division between Western powers and the Soviet Union.  Though the condemnation of the Soviet state as the ‘evil’ of the narrative is never explicitly made in this source, emphasis on the deeds and values of the West, especially those of the United States, as noble actions all but takes the audience by the hand to reach that conclusion. The theme of good vs evil in the source is illustrated both by commentary on the relationship between economic stance and quality of life, and the assertion of communist ideology as the “instrument to impose… the will of a totalitarian state”[footnoteRef:4]. It is through these two comparisons that the source establishes Reagan’s firm anti-communist stance as that of the ‘good’ hero in defence of the prosperity fostered by the Western powers. In following with the American ideals that are frequently projected in Reagan’s speeches, the concept of liberty is used as a measure by which to compare the development of a nation, especially in terms of economic freedom. For example, the first mention of liberty within the speech is made in reference to the Wirtschaftswunder, the existence of which is attributed to the success of the Marshall plan. The comparisons drawn between the rise of West Berlin to a “city that once again ranks as one of the greatest on Earth” and the “technological backwardness, declining standards of health” and food shortages of the East are a clear example of this. The assertion is that as the Soviet Union prevented economic freedom, it prevented the existence of liberty, and without liberty Soviet society was unable to prosper in the same way as West Berlin and wider Europe had. Here the source utilises the narrative of good vs evil to promote the acceptance of capitalist society as an integral part of ridding any state or nation from totalitarian oppression. Where Reagan states “that just as truth can flourish only when the journalist is given freedom of speech, so prosperity can come about only when the farmer and businessman enjoy economic freedom”, he not only draws attention to the social restrictions of the Soviet government, but also promotes his own administrations economic policy. Iwan Morgan attributes Reagan’s program of tax cuts to his ideal that “high personal taxes threatened the liberty of American citizens by confiscating the wealth they created to feed a rapacious big government”[footnoteRef:5]. This, of course, is in direct opposition to the command economy of the Soviet Union, despite the reforms of Gorbachev and introduction of perestroika. But it is this focus on increasing economic separation between the government and the people to in turn generate greater personal freedoms that the source makes important. Through the connections he draws between economic freedom and quality of life, Reagan provides examples of the ways in which the communist ideology of the Soviet Union negatively impacts its subjects.  [4: ]  [5:  Iwan Morgan, ‘Reaganomics and its Legacy’ in Ronald Reagan and the 1980s: Studies of the Americas ed. by C. Hudson, G. Davies, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), p106] 

The source establishes Soviet attempts to implement and sustain a communist society as a deliberate move to steer Eastern Germany away from the cultural and industrial reform enjoyed by the West. Through making prosperity based on economic freedom integral to the memory of West German recovery, the source pushes the “other plans” of the Soviet government, and therefore of communism, as an intentional act to prevent the recovery of the East in favour expanding the influence of a totalitarian government. There is, however, some scholarly opposition to such interpretation. This idea of the West leading attempts to bring the groups together is challenged in the work of Beth Fischer, who asserts that the relationship between East and West was initiated because of the internal reforms implemented by Gorbachev, and that “Washington simply followed Moscow’s lead”[footnoteRef:6]. Such assertions are supported by contextualisation; in 1982, for example, the Soviets made an offer to reduce number of SS-20s targeting western Europe in exchange for an agreement with the U.S. that Pershing II missiles would not be deployed on the continent. Owing to Reagan’s enthusiasm at rebuilding the military might of the U.S. and maintaining its bargaining position, the agreement was not forthcoming. It was, however, Gorbachev that announced the willingness of the Soviet Union to move forward with negotiations for the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces treaty early in 1987, after dropping insistence on including the Strategic Defence Initiative[footnoteRef:7]. Essentially, Gorbachev made the first compromise to move talks along. [6:  Beth A. Fischer, The Reagan Reversal: Foreign Policy and the End of the Cold War, (Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 2000)]  [7:  Editors at History, ‘Gorbachev Calls for Nuclear Weapons Treaty’, History, (2009), < https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/gorbachev-calls-for-nuclear-weapons-treaty >] 

As previously stated, the method of narration that the source adopts not only served to justify the actions of the Reagan administration, but to reflect popular morals back onto the people in order to preserve acceptance of the hero rhetoric. In the source, this technique is used to bring focus to the justifications of further development of American armaments and simultaneous attempts to renew negotiations on nuclear arms reductions[footnoteRef:8]. Gil Troy notes that owing to the Soviet build-up of SS-20 nuclear missiles, Reagan felt compelled to place more missiles in Europe, and did so whilst seeking opportunities to negotiate[footnoteRef:9]. This contradictory approach is justified in the source by the insistence that whilst attempts to reach a peaceful settlement were on going, the West had to “maintain defences of unassailable strength” in order “to deter soviet aggression at any level at which it might occur”. Through the re-occurrent rhetoric of defending peace, freedom and the prosperity of Western culture, the source places great importance on the necessity of America building its arsenal to continue to act as a defender against the spread of the Soviet Union. The source comments on this arms race, with Reagan detailing the threat posed by these missiles and emphasising the narrative of the Soviets as the aggressor. It is through this focus on justifying the continued development of defences against soviet expansionism that we see Reagan’s use of the hero narrative to push the central aim of his foreign policy: to curb Soviet expansionism and re-establish superiority of the American military[footnoteRef:10]. [8:  Editors at History, ‘President Reagan challenges Gorbachev to “Tear down this wall”, History (2009), < https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/reagan-challenges-gorbachev-to-tear-down-the-berlin-wall >]  [9:  Gil Troy, The Reagan Revolution: A Very Short Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p.87]  [10:  Morris H. Morley, p.2] 

The Reagan administration saw massive expansion of the military budget and armament under the guise of the United States “pursing the Strategic Defence Initiative Research to base deterrence not on the threat of offensive retaliation, but on defences that truly defend”. What the source makes important here is the idea Reagan that viewed increased armament as the only effective deterrent response to the Soviets because it utilised strong force and presence to establish intimidation as an effective defence against Soviet expansion. What this, and the continued reference within the source to the need to defend against communism, makes important is the wider context of Reagan using fear of the Soviets as an excuse to continue building up the American military. In 1984, for example, Reagan is recorded as having pronounced satisfaction in finding “the United States in the strongest position in years to establish a constructive and realistic working relationship with the Soviet Union” following the military build-up he had implemented[footnoteRef:11]. What this also implies, especially alongside the use of the hero narrative to bolster the image of America as the central defender against the Soviets, is, as Morley says states, a “disinterest in discussing arms control unless on American terms”[footnoteRef:12].  [11:  Doug Rossinow, The Reagan Era: A History of the 1980s, (Columbia: Columbia University Press, 2015), p.117]  [12:  Morris H. Morley.p.3] 

Alongside the ‘freedom through the destruction of communism’ rhetoric that defines much of Reagan’s social policy, another central theme of the source is its call for unification.  The source uses dialogue emphasising Soviet imposed isolation in comparison with the ‘rebirth’ of democracy and economic growth in Europe to showcase the global co-operation of the Western allies and the prominent role of the US. Firstly, the image of the Soviet Union as exclusionary and isolationist, which is again presented as a trait of the villain, is clearly asserted both through examples of economic under-development and cultural distance from the rest of Europe. Where the source highlights that “only one nation and those is controls refuse to join the community of freedom”, the clear implication is that Soviet society as a communist regime, and all who fall under its control, will suffer as the world moves forward and modernises for they will “become obsolete”. What the source makes important here is Reagan’s belief that if the influence of Soviet policies were removed, the people of those nations would be granted the freedom and liberty to unify with the prosperous West. This overarching belief that communist, and left-wing led society in general, was inherently destructive to the development of nations is one that permeates a great portion of Reagan’s foreign policy, as can be evidenced through his track record of intervening to combat such governments.
 Secondly, and in following from the previous point, the examples chosen to illustrate exactly where democracy has its “rebirth” are markedly reflective of the social ideologies that Reagan adheres to. In placing the situation in West Berlin into a global context, the source offers examples of the ways in which Reagan perceives his victories over Soviet expansionism. As a rule of thumb, Reagan’s foreign policy and doctrine centred around the support of anti-communist forces wherever they could be found, in following with the National Security Decisions Directive[footnoteRef:13]. The source makes both the immediate history of the Reagan administrations interference in foreign affairs, and the mindset of Reagan himself in doing so, important because it solidifies the level to which his doctrine was implemented and the strength of the beliefs that sustained it. Where the source refers to the rebirth of democracy in “the Philippines, [and] in South and Central America”, it tells us that Reagan views the re-establishment of ‘democracy’ and ‘liberty’ as the liberation of a nation from left-wing control in favour of right-leaning factions, regardless of their militancy. In the Philippines, the American government under Reagan supported the dictatorship of Marco and the liberalisation of the government under Corazon Aquino, switching support from one to the other when, after mass demonstrations from the People Power Revolution, government officials began to desert Marco. Despite having supported the oppressive regime of Marco, the source heavily implies a sense of accomplishment at aiding the peaceful transition between the two rather than acknowledgement of their uncritical support and role in polarising the political attitudes of the Philippines[footnoteRef:14]. As Walden Bello describes in his paper on U.S-Philippine relations at the time, the success of Reagan’s administration in handling the transition between dictatorship and liberal government in the Philippines was a rare success and, “lulled by its own sense of achievement”, prevented the US from acknowledging that they were actually contributing to the crisis[footnoteRef:15]. Nevertheless, the securing of a peaceful transition between the two powers is considered by many as one of the Reagan Administrations greatest successes in foreign policy, and in the case of the source, evidence that supports the ideal of the American emphasis on defending societal structures that supporting liberty[footnoteRef:16]., [13:  James M. Scott, Deciding to Intervene: The Reagan Doctrine and American Foreign Policy, (North Carolina: Duke University Press, 1996), p.2]  [14:  William J. Burns, ‘The Reagan Administration and the Philippines’, The World Today, 38(1982), 97-104(103)]  [15:  Walden Bello, ‘U.S.-Philippine Relations in the Aquino Era’, World Policy Journal, 5(1988), 677-702 (677)]  [16:  Richard J. Kessler, ‘Marco and the Americans’, Foreign Policy, 63(1986), 40-57(40)] 

The importance of this source, however, cannot be limited only to its commentary on the moral shortcomings of the Soviet Union. Underneath the “memorable statement of the anti-Soviet perspective” that the Brandenburg speech is at surface level, the method of narrative that Reagan utilises lends itself to manipulating the political situation that it describes. As Dinesh D’Souza states, the source uses its politicised recital of the global context to “drive Gorbachev into an awkward political position, to compel him to prove his sincerity before the world”[footnoteRef:17]. Though this potentially over-credits the impact of the Brandenburg speech, it cannot be denied that the political manoeuvring of the source does bring the need for evidence proving Gorbachev’s sincerity to the light. The view that Reagan single-handedly brought the Soviet Union to an end is a popular one amongst conservative supporters of his driven narrative and policies. As Charles Krauthammer asserts, it was Reagan’s “policies of unrelenting toughness [that] won the Cold War”, and some liberals have voiced similar conclusions[footnoteRef:18]. The provocative and direct comments to Gorbachev directly address the reforms that had been implemented within the Soviet Union, and beyond the wall in East Germany. For example, the line “General Secretary Gorbachev, if you seek peace, if you seek prosperity for the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, if you seek liberalisation” places great emphasis on questioning the intention behind the reforms that Gorbachev was enacting. Through this, the source makes evidencing proposed changes incredibly important, putting Gorbachev into a political tight spot where he must either prove he is serious about reform or that they were “token gestures, intended to raise false hopes in the west”. It is through these direct challenges that the assertions of scholars such as D’Souza find ground, for they demonstrate how Reagan made use of his illustrative style of address to encourage his audience to view a situation through a specific light. In the case of the source, this means encouraging the view that, while the allied nations of the West have made advancements in both societal and economic spheres, the policies of the Soviet Union continued to threaten and prevent this development. Where Reagan calls for “work to bring the eastern and western parts of the city closer together, so that all the inhabitants of all Berlin can enjoy the benefits”, he is simultaneously presenting an offer in favour of unification and a direct comment on the role of the Soviet Union in preventing the growth of its nation.  [17:  Dinesh D’Souza, Ronald Reagan, How an Ordinary Man Became an Extraordinary Leader, (New York: Free Press, 1997), p.194]  [18:  Charles Krauthammer, ‘Praising his optimism trivializes Reagan’, Kansas City Star, 16 June 2004, B7] 

What these examples and many others serve to make the source important for is, as Robert Rowland and John Jones state, to continue the pattern of using speeches concerning foreign policy as “Vehicles… to assume the role of the American hero”[footnoteRef:19]. There are many examples within the source of language that embeds the US as a central figure of aid in-line with the narrative of heroes that defines Reagans presidential persona and moral rhetoric. The source establishes a historical pedigree around the notion of the American people, and presidents in particular, as the generous defenders of freedom. In the opening section of the Brandenburg Gate Speech, we see the line “we come to Berlin, We American presidents, because it’s our duty to speak… of freedom”.  Stefanie Skoniecki comments that this statement serves to “create a common past between the United States Presidency and Berlin” and allows Reagan to effectively piggyback on the presence of the Berlin wall by using it to lend significance to his narrative[footnoteRef:20]. Through the retelling of this past, and the development of the relationship between the American and German people, the source brings attention toward the aid offered by the United States who, from “thousands of miles away”, reached out to help the German people in the aftermath of the Second World War. Such emphasis on the moral and good deeds of the American people is present throughout the speech, and regularly accentuates the heroic narrative that so defines Reagan’s rhetoric. As Gil Troy says, a central part of Reagan’s narrative was the claim that he “restored American standing throughout the world”[footnoteRef:21]. The source demonstrates the method that he used to achieve that, namely through emphasising America’s role in rebuilding and promoting freedom throughout the post-war landscape. Through such attempts to rebuild the American image the source aligns the patriotism that defines Reagan’s ‘American myth’ with a focus on freedom and the importance of liberty. The moral standing that accompanies this position is what supports the allusions toward the morality of the Soviet Union and gives basis to the ‘good’ versus ‘evil’ narrative that Reagan projects. It is through this emphasis on the ‘American hero’ ideology that the source projects the vilification of the Soviet Union in line with the evil vs good frame that is adopted throughout the address. [19:  Richard J. Kessler, p23]  [20:  Stefanie E. Skoniecki, p.18]  [21:  Gil Troy, p.87] 


The central theme that the Brandenburg Gate speech makes important is the effectiveness of Reagan’s pragmatical, yet illustrative, rhetoric and the ways that this style of address influenced public opinion of the Soviet Union. The continual reference to themes of good versus evil, and the emphasis on the link between social liberty and economic policy reflects the staunch social policies that defined Reagan’s political outlook. The Reagan doctrine promoted a devout anti-communist and anti-Soviet foreign policy, and the Brandenburg gate speech serves to demonstrate how these policies were justified through the use of a narrative heavily supported by moral depictions of what ‘good’ and ‘evil’ meant in social context of the 1980s. The vilification of the Soviet Union is achieved not only through the presentation of its totalitarian structure, but through the glorification of the role of the American nation in championing the expansion of capitalistic society. It is through the constant association of economic, social, and political factors with the morals of the western world and the rhetoric of freedom that the source makes the policies of Reagan and their influence on the global political sphere important. 
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