Ronald Reagan's Presidency Caused the Collapse of the Soviet Union

Edwin Meese III

Ronald Reagan was the fortieth president of the United States, from 1980 to 1988. In the following viewpoint, Edwin Meese III argues that Reagan's assertive policies as president caused the eventual demise of the Soviet Union and thus the end of the cold war. Meese contends that Reagan built up U.S. defenses and projected a strong image in order to force the Soviets to either back down from their military stance or face increased defense spending and domestic economic problems. Meese was an advisor to Reagan from 1981 to 1985 and U.S. attorney gen​eral from 1985 to 1988. He has since written a book, With Rea​gan: The Inside Story, and has held the Ronald Reagan chair in public policy at the Heritage Foundation, a conservative public policy research institute in Washington, D.C.

The collapse of Communism from 1989 to 1991 came as no surprise to Ronald Reagan, although he didn't think it would come quite so quickly. Throughout his career Reagan had emphasized the political, economic, and moral weakness of the Soviet Union, and the inevitable breakdown of the Marxist sys​tem if it were ever seriously challenged. As president, he mounted such a serious challenge, and devised a strategy that made the Soviet leadership painfully aware of its vulnerability.

Reagan spelled out his view of Communism in four speeches of astonishing prescience: his 1982 address to the British Parlia​ment at Westminster, his speech before the National Association of Evangelicals in 1983, his appearance at the Brandenburg Gate of the Berlin Wall in 1987, and his talk under Lenin's statue at Moscow State University in May 1988.

Of these, the speech to the evangelicals is best known. Reagan called the Soviet bloc an "Evil Empire" and referred to Commu​nism as "the focus of evil in the modern world." These com​ments were widely derided at the time as the rantings of a Cold​War ideologue. But to people living under the yoke of Soviet Communism, his words were all too obviously accurate- and they were words of hope. They showed that the American presi​dent understood their plight and was not about to accede to their subjugation.

Today, after the people of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union have thrown off the shackles of Communist rule, few doubt that the Soviet system was indeed an "Evil Empire" and that the world is better for its passing. If Reagan had done nothing more than proclaim this truth, while fashionable opin​ion was ridiculing it, he would stand vindicated before history. But the president did a great deal more than this.

Freedom Is Key

In addition to stressing the evils of Commur.ism, Reagan stressed its inherent weakness. In his view, the two were related, since in denying freedom the Communists not only engaged in tyranny, they also crippled the creative potential of the human spirit. Reagan firmly believed that freedom was both morally and materially superior to Communism. As he put it in his Westminster speech to the British Parliament:

The decay of the Soviet experiment should come as no sur​prise to us. Wherever the comparisons have been made be​tween free and closed societies-West Germany and East Ger​many, Austria and Czechoslovakia, Malaysia and Vietnam-it is the democratic countries that are prosperous and responsive to the needs of their people. And one of the simple but over​whelming facts of our times is this: Of all the millions of refugees we've seen in the modern world, their flight is al​ways away from, not toward, the Communist world.

Reagan described in the Westminster speech "the march of freedom and democracy which will leave Marxism-Leninism on the ash heap of history." He went even further in his address to the evangelicals, where he predicted Communism's imminent demise. After attacking "moral equivalence" thinking, he called for a program of resistance to Soviet imperialism, and added: "I believe we shall rise to the challenge. I believe that Commu​nism is another sad, bizarre chapter in history whose last pages even now are being written."

At the Brandenburg Gate, Reagan asked Mikhail Gorbachev to tear down the Berlin Wall, and expanded on his vision of his​tory. "In the 1950s," he recalled, "Khrushchev predicted, 'We will bury you.' But in the West today, we see a Free World that has achieved a level of prosperity and well-being unprecedented in all human history. In the Communist world, we see failure, technological backwardness, declining standards of health, even want of the most basic kind-too little food. Even today, the Soviet Union still cannot feed itself.

"After these four decades, then, there stands before the entire world one great inescapable conclusion: Freedom leads to pros​perity. Freedom replaces the ancient hatreds among nations with comity and peace. Freedom is the victor."

Then, at Moscow State University, Reagan spoke of freedom's inevitable victory to the children of the nomenhlatura: "It's hard for government planners, no matter how sophisticated, to ever substitute for millions of individuals working night and day to make their dreams come true. . . . We Americans make no secret of our belief in freedom.... Freedom is the right to ques​tion and change the established way of doing things. It is the continuing revolution of the marketplace.. . . It is the right to put forth an idea, scoffed at by the experts, and watch it catch fire among the people." Not long after, the idea of freedom caught fire among the republics of the Soviet Union.

Aggravating Their Vulnerabilities

Reagan's conviction that Communism was vulnerable was not simply theoretical. It was the essence of his foreign policy and defense strategy toward the Soviet empire. Reagan knew that the Soviet system could not command the allegiance of its cap​tive peoples, and its economic system could not produce the goods required to shelter, feed, and clothe them. In any full​scale competition with the United States and other Western powers, therefore, Communism would be forced to choose be​tween maintaining its empire and solving its many problems.

In contrast with prevailing liberal opinion, Reagan refused to negotiate with the Soviet Union from a position of weakness. He was not opposed to negotiations, and in his second term he was a very successful negotiator. But this was only after he had restored the strength of the American military, capitalized on our technological and economic advantages, assisted anti-Com​munist forces around the world, and reversed the West's pos​ture of retreat.

Reagan's strategic goal was to force the Soviets to choose: either stand down from their continuing confrontation with the West, or face increasingly devastating pressures on the home front. He rejected accommodation with the Soviets, on the grounds that it would postpone their day of reckoning between their inherent domestic weakness and their globalist ambitions.

The president made these points frequently in his Cabinet councils. "How long," he would say, "can the Russians keep on being so belligerent and spending so much on the arms race when they can't even feed their own people?" In his memoirs, he commented on intelligence updates about the condition of the Soviet economy in the early 1980s:

The latest figures provided additional evidence that it was a basket case, and even if I hadn't majored in economics in col​lege, it would have been plain to me that Communism was doomed as a failed economic system. The situation was so bad that if Western countries got together and cut off credit to it, we could bring it to its knees.

If economics were a major weakness of the Soviet system, he reasoned, it was a huge advantage for our own. "The great dy​namic success of capitalism," he said, "has given us a powerful weapon in our battle against Communism-money. The Rus​sians could never win the arms race; we could outspend them forever. Moreover, incentives inherent in the capitalist system had given us an industrial base that [meant] we had the capacity to maintain a technological edge on them forever."

Curtailing the Flow

The other side of the equation was for the United States and other Western powers to stop bailing the Soviets out of their economic difficulties through subsidized credit, one-sided busi​ness deals, and technology transfer. As Reagan observed, he wanted a coordinated Western policy in which "none of us would subsidize the Soviet economy or the Soviet military ex​pansion by offering preferential trading terms or easy credit." He also wanted to restrain the flow of products and technology that would increase Soviet military capabilities. This was the principal motive behind the battle over the Siberian pipeline, and also behind the systematic effort of the Pentagon's office on technology transfer, to impede the flow of Western computers, precision machinery, microelectronics, and other militarily use​ful systems to the East. The coordinated effort (headed by Stephen Bryen) at the Department of Defense to curtail such transfers, both from the United States and from third countries receiving our technology, was one of the great unsung successes of the Reagan era.

A vivid example of the Reagan strategy in action was the liber​ation of Poland, which presaged the disintegration of the other Communist regimes of Eastern Europe. This was among the ear​liest of test cases for the president's effort to coordinate eco​nomic, technological, and diplomatic factors against the Soviets and their clients-and it turned out to he a momentous success.

In December 1981, the government of General Wojciech Jaruzelski declared martial law in Poland, cracking down on the Protests of the Solidarity labor union headed by Lech Walesa. Here, indeed, was the face of the "Evil Empire," and it prompted a strong response from Reagan. The nature of that re​sponse was twofold: to provide material and moral support to Walesa's freedom movement, and to put the economic squeeze on Jaruzelski and his Soviet mentors.

As has now been made public by Carl Bernstein in an article for Time, Reagan conducted this effort in concert with Pope John Paul II, himself a native of Poland, whom the president greatly admired and with whom he saw eye-to-eye concerning

the Jaruzelski crackdown. The administration shared intelli​gence data on the situation with the Vatican, making certain that our policies were on the identical wavelength. President Reagan conferred directly with the Pope, while others in the ad​ministration worked closely with Catholic Church officials.

The main elements of this strategy were to keep Solidarity alive through financial aid, clandestine radios, underground newspapers, and the like. Much of this was done jointly with the AFL-CIO [American Federation of Labor-Congress of Indus​trial Organizations], which had a strong and obvious interest in helping sustain the Solidarity union. At the same time, sanctions against the Polish regime-and against the Soviets-added to the pressure on the Communists. Administration opposition to the Siberian pipeline, and to other economic dealings with the Soviets, was integral to this campaign.

It was, as Bernstein notes, a carefully calibrated effort, de​signed to keep the opposition viable and the Communists on the defensive, without provoking the kind of violent clashes that had previously led to tragic outcomes in Poland, East Germany, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia. The object was to bring irre​sistible forces to bear that would exploit the political and eco​nomic weakness of the Communist regime-exactly as Reagan had envisioned in his many statements on the topic. Key players in the Polish drama included CIA Director William Casey, National Security Advisers Richard Allen and William Clark, and Richard Pipes of the National Security Council.

In the end, Solidarity did survive, and the Jaruzelski govern​ment backed down in stages from its hard-line posture. In 1987, the Pope traveled to his native land, where he was acclaimed by millions of his coreligionists and countrymen, to give his per​sonal backing to Solidarity. The days of Communist rule in Poland were numbered, and the other tottering dominoes of Eastern Europe would soon follow in its wake-as would, even​tually, the dictatorship of the USSR itself.

The SDI Pressure

The battle over SDI [Strategic Defense Initiative] was another important example of Reagan's strategy. Reagan thought we should exploit our technological advantages here, not unilater​ally restrain them as most liberals were recommending. He fa​vored SDI on its own merits because he wanted to move away from a deterrence strategy that relied on nuclear weapons. He also was convinced that U.S. missile defenses would bankrupt the Soviet Union, and force it to abandon the struggle.

This is essentially what happened. Even though Gorbachev himself attempted to contend otherwise (as in his book, Pere​stroika), considerable testimony from the Soviet standpoint confirms Reagan's judgment. Some of this appears in the reporting of Don Oberdorfer of the Washington Post, who closely tracked Soviet attitudes on Cold War issues from 1983 to 1987.

On a 1984 trip to Moscow, for instance, Oberdorfer reports that when asked what were the most important questions facing the country, "nearly all of the 12 Soviet officials or journalists whom I met named the internal management or economy of the USSR." He quotes a former KGB official, assailing Reagan's poli​cies, as saying, "You are trying to destroy our economy, to inter​fere with our trade, to overwhelm and make us inferior in the strategic field."

Oberdorfer similarly quotes Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko as telling former Senator George McGovern that Rea​gan and his aides "want to cause trouble. They want to weaken the Soviet system. They want to bring it down." Such concerns became more acute, Oberdorfer notes, when Mikhail Gor​bachev came to power the following year: "Gorbachev and his new team were more conscious than their predecessors of the economic troubles of the country, induced in large part by mas​sive military spending."

These concerns were made official and overt at the 'Ibventy​Seventh Party Congress of the Soviet Communist Party in March 1986, which declared that "without an acceleration of the coun​try's economic and social development, it will be impossible to maintain our position on the international scene."

The Final Straw

The final straw for the Soviets, as the president foresaw, was SDI. Oberdorfer quotes Gorbachev advisor Aleksandr Yakovlev as saying: "We understood that it was a new stage, a new turn in the armaments race." If SDI were not stopped, "we would have to start our own program, which would be tremendously expensive and unnecessary. And this [would bring] further ex​haustion of the country." For this reason, SDI became the focal point of U.S.-Soviet negotiations-at Geneva in 1985, and at Reykjavik in 1986.

At Reykjavik, Gorbachev agreed to reduce by half, and even​tually eliminate entirely, all intercontinental and intermediate missiles-but only on the condition that the United States aban​don SDI. By all reports, Secretary of State George Shultz and others in the U.S. delegation were more than willing to make the trade. Had Reagan been the passive creature popularly de​picted, the offer would have been accepted on the spot-SDI would have been eliminated.

But Gorbachev-and just about everyone else-had greatly un​derestimated Reagan's comprehension of, and perseverance on, this issue. President Reagan understood the relevant factors con​cerning SDI just as well as, or better than, Gorbachev, and he was not about to trade it away, even for so enticing an offer as that extended by the Soviet leader. Since SDI threatened no one, Reagan realized that there was nothing incompatible with main​taining it as a defense while eliminating offensive weapons. So why insist on its removal?

Reagan also knew the Soviets had a lengthy history of evading arms agreements. In a world devoid of missile defenses, and with everyone else disarmed, this meant that a power possess​ing even one offensive missile could exert irresistible blackmail. SDI was an insurance policy against that possibility, and Reagan was not about to give it up. As he put it:

After everything had been decided, or so I thought, Gor​bachev threw us a curve. With a smile on his face, he said, "This all depends, of course, on you giving up SDL" I realized he had brought me to Iceland with one purpose: to kill the Strategic Defense Initiative. He must have known from the be​ginning he was going to bring it up at the last minute. "The meeting is over," I said. "Let's go . . . we're leaving."

In global-strategic terms this was Reagan's finest hour-and arguably the one that conclusively won the Cold War for the West. The president, going one-on-one with Gorbachev, not only avoided the trap set for him, but effectively turned the tables-strengthening rather than weakening the U.S. commit​ment to SDI. Gorbachev must have known that he had gam​bled, and lost.

The loss had important economic consequences. As Chief of Staff Donald Regan, an important strategist for the president's early summits with Gorbachev, later put it: "To stay in the arms race, the Russians had to spend a lot more money because Presi​dent Reagan had committed the United States, with all its wealth and all its technical capacity, to developing SDI, a defensive sys​tem that made the entire Soviet missile force useless.. . . This meant that Reagan had been dealt the winning hand."

Gorbachev Abandons Struggle

Realizing that Reagan would not give up SDI or Western strength, Gorbachev soon began to abandon the struggle-as Rea​gan had predicted the Soviets eventually would. Indeed the elec​tion of George Bush, who had been Reagan's vice president, was followed almost immediately by Gorbachev's December 1988 announcement at the United Nations that he was ordering a uni​lateral cutback of 500,000 men from the Soviet armed services and the withdrawal of some tank divisions from Eastern Europe.

Gorbachev himself put it this way in a luncheon with Presi​dent Reagan and President-elect Bush: "I'm not doing this for show.. . . I'm doing this because 1 need to. I'm doing this because there's a revolution taking place in my country."

From a post-Cold War perspective, the main principles of the Reagan program may seem self-evident. Viewing the rubble of the Berlin Wall, the upheavals that have transformed Eastern Europe, and the internal collapse of the Soviet regime, hardly anyone can doubt that Communism was indeed an "Evil Em​pire" and a failed economic system. Such points have been af​firmed by the former leaders of the Communist world itself.

Yet at the time Reagan was making these statements and pursu​ing these policies there was nothing self-evident about them. On the contrary, he was roundly attacked both for his general analy​sis of the situation, and for nearly all the specific steps he took in carrying out his policy-the defense buildup, INF [Intermediate​Range Nuclear Forces] deployments, aid to anti-Communist resis​tance forces, curtailment of technology transfer, and SDI.

Reagan Was Right

Even in the aftermath of the Communist collapse Reagan crit​ics were reluctant to credit President Reagan with the accuracy of his vision or the correctness of his policy. Many discussions of the Communist debacle completely ignore the impact of the Reagan strategy, attributing the demise of the "Evil Empire" to a change of heart on the part of the Communists, or to unnamed forces that somehow brought about the toppling of the system.

Perhaps the most famous example of this tendency was the issue of Time magazine celebrating the virtual end of Commu​nism and proclaiming Mikhail Gorbachev "Man of the Decade." The role of Ronald Reagan in all of this was scarcely mentioned, nor was much notice given to the fact that the establishment view had been mistaken at every step along the way.

Reagan himself became a friend of Gorbachev. He knew Gor​bachev remained a dedicated Communist, but he thought the Soviet leader was different from his predecessors in sincerely wanting a better relationship with the Free World and in under​standing many of the fallacies of Marxism-Leninism. Reagan frequently observed that Gorbachev was the first Soviet leader he had known who did not seek the establishment of a one​world Communist state. Reagan also felt that, although Gor​bachev was not necessarily a believer, deep down the Soviet leader was influenced by his Christian upbringing.

Former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher knew Gor​bachev and Reagan well. She said Gorbachev was a man we could do business with, but she didn't credit him with the col​lapse of Communism. That honor was due to Ronald Reagan, whose foreign policy accomplishments she summed up at a 1991 Heritage Foundation dinner in Washington: "He won the Cold War without firing a shot."

