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Sample Answer written by a Year 11 pupil 

 

How and why did the Cold War come to an end?  [15 marks] 

The end of the Cold War is directly linked to the  collapse of the Soviet empire in 
East Europe in late 1989. It could be argued that the Cold War was essentially 
over  in the spring of 1989, well before these events took place.  

There had been an attempt to bring the Cold War to an end with detente in the 
1970s. Many different agreements were signed including SALT I and the Helsinki 
Agreement. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 ended detente. 

 

Throughout the 1980s, the Soviet Union fought an increasingly frustrating war in 

Afghanistan. At the same time, the Soviet economy faced the escalating costs of 

the arms race.  

American president Ronald Reagan played a significant part in the end of the 

Cold War. He had only one policy about the USSR and that was to get tough. He 

criticised their control over Eastern Europe. He also increased USA's military 

spending by $32 billion. He then challenged the USSR to keep up with American 

arms spending. He was not prepared to compromise with the Soviet Union, calling 

them ‘an evil Empire’. America's containment policies eventually helped topple the 

Soviet empire and communism. 

A new type of leadership came to power in 1985 in the person of Gorbachev. He 
was determined to end the Cold War and to bring economic and political reform 
to the Soviet Union. He brought about  dramatic new agreements with the United 
States and introduced Glasnost and Perestroika. He also brought an end to Soviet 
domination of governments in Eastern Europe. These initiatives rapidly improved 
relations with the United States and helped bring an end to the Cold War. 
Military expenditure in the Soviet Union was a great burden on the Soviet 
economy, draining resources that might otherwise have been available to improve 
the economic circumstances of the people. This is why Gorbachev wanted an end 
to the Cold War. 

However, attempted reforms at home left the Soviet Union unwilling to prevent 

challenges to its control in Eastern Europe. Solidarity gained popular support in 
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Poland which the government found difficult to control. During 1989 and 1990, 

the Berlin Wall, one of the most famous symbols of the Cold War, came down. 

Borders in Eastern Europe opened, and free elections ousted Communist regimes 

everywhere in Eastern Europe. In late 1991 the Soviet Union itself dissolved into 

its separate republics. The Iron Curtain was lifted and the Cold War came to an 

end. 

  
The most important reason for the end of the Cold War was Gorbachev. He had 
taken a great risk in seeking peace with the West. He ended up losing an empire. 
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