A Constructivist Analysis:
Gorbachev’s New Thinking and the Role of Ideas
In the End of the Cold War

David A. Schultze

SIS Honors Capstone

Supervised by

Professors Linda Lubrano and Kelli Hash

Submitted to the

School of International Service
American University

In partial fulfillment of the
requirements for graduation with
University Honors in International Studies
Bachelor of Arts Degree

May 2009



Dedicated to my amazing and beautiful wife Katya



Abstract

While much research has been written on the end of the Cold War and the fall of the
Soviet Union, faulty historical memory, political purposes, and revisionism have often colored
perceptions of events. My research addresses these perspectives by examining and analyzing the
impact of Mikhail Gorbachev’s new thinking on the fall of the Soviet Union, juxtaposed against
the popular American perception of Ronald Reagan as Cold War hero. I argue that, while
Reagan’s anti-Soviet policies made their impact, it was the democratizing agents of Gorbachev’s
new thinking that contributed strongly to the end of the Cold War and collapse of the communist
system. In this qualitative research paper I employ the lens of constructivism to illuminate how
much of an effect Gorbachev’s reforms and his dramatic paradigm shift of foreign and domestic
policies had on his own country and on the relations between the Soviet Union and the United
States. Through the constructivist tool of discourse analysis, this paper explores the public
dialogue between Gorbachev and Reagan, their histories and speeches, as well as
contemporaneous and current public and scholarly views, in order to understand each of their

different interpretations of the paradigm shift that Gorbachev’s reforms introduced.
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