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Tear Down This Wall: Ronald Reagan, the Cold War, and Responsibility 
 

• Compelling Question 
o Why is acting responsibly important for one who leads in any capacity—youth or adult, in public or 

private endeavors?  To what extent is it also important for those who are not officially considered 
to be leaders? 

• Virtue: Responsibility 
• Definition – Responsibility is accountability to myself and others. 
• Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will review Ronald Reagan’s life-long commitment to ending the tyranny of 
communism and analyze Reagan’s application of the virtue of responsibility. They will achieve the 
following objectives. 

• Objectives 
o Students will analyze Ronald Reagan’s character as a leader, and his actions in speaking out against 

communism throughout his career, in spite of opposition.   
o Students will examine Reagan’s understanding of responsibility as an American citizen. 
o Students will understand why acting responsibly affects the future of the United States.  
o Students will act responsibly in their own lives to protect freedom.  

• Background 
o After World War II, a Cold War erupted between the world’s two superpowers – the United States 

and the Soviet Union.  During the 1960s and 1970s, the Russians seemed ascendant. They built the 
Berlin Wall dividing East and West Berlin in East Germany, engaged in a massive arms build-up, 
supported Communist insurrections around the globe, and invaded Afghanistan.  When Ronald 
Reagan was elected president in 1980, he instituted a tough stance with Soviets designed to reverse 
their advances and win the Cold War.  His administration supported the Polish resistance 
movement known as Solidarity, increased military spending for peace through strength, and armed 
resistance fighters around the world including those battling a massive Soviet invasion in 
Afghanistan.  Partly due to these efforts, the Berlin Wall fell by 1989, and Communism collapsed in 
both Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union by 1991.   

• Vocabulary 
o Ascendant 
o Provocative 
o Communism 
o Nazism 
o Totalitarianism 
o Accommodation 
o Détente 
o Adamant 
o Deterred 
o Dais 
o Consternation 
o Liberalization 

• Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
• Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   
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• Observation Questions 
o In what ways did Ronald Reagan exercise responsibility to enhance life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness for himself and others?   
o What was Ronald Reagan’s identity during the Cold War? To what extent do you see a consistent 

message in the various statements he made about communism from 1952 – 1987?  
o With respect to communism and the Soviet Union, how did Reagan see his purpose as president 

during the 1980s? 
• Discussion Questions 

o Discuss the following questions with your students.  
 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
• Additional Resources 

o Hayward, Steven F.  The Age of Reagan: The Conservative Counterrevolution, 1980-1989.  New 
York: Three Rivers Press, 2009.  

o Ratnesar, Romesh.  Tear Down This Wall: A City, A President, and the Speech that Ended the Cold 
War.  New York: Simon and Schuster, 2009.   

o Schweizer, Peter.  Reagan’s War: The Epic Story of His Forty-Year Struggle and Final Triumph Over 
Communism.  New York: Doubleday, 2002.   

o Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museum http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/  
o National Park Service; Reagan’s Boyhood Home 

http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/presidents/ronald_reagan_boyhood_home.html  
  

http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/
http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/presidents/ronald_reagan_boyhood_home.html
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Handout A: Tear Down This Wall: Ronald Reagan, the Cold War & Responsibility 
 
Background  
 
After World War II, a Cold War erupted between the world’s two superpowers – the United States and the Soviet 
Union. During the 1960s and 1970s, the Russians seemed ascendant. They built the Berlin Wall dividing East and 
West Berlin in East Germany, engaged in a massive arms build-up, supported Communist insurrections around the 
globe, and invaded Afghanistan. When Ronald Reagan was elected president in 1980, he instituted a tough stance 
with Soviets designed to reverse their advances and win the Cold War. His administration supported the Polish 
resistance movement known as Solidarity, increased military spending for peace through strength, and armed 
resistance fighters around the world including those battling a massive Soviet invasion in Afghanistan. Partly due 
to these efforts, the Berlin Wall fell by 1989, and communism collapsed in both Eastern Europe and the Soviet 
Union by 1991.   

 
Narrative 

 
On June 12, 1987, President Ronald Reagan stood before the Brandenberg Gate of the Berlin Wall that had 
separated East and West Berlin since 1961. The Berlin Wall was one of the most important symbols of the Cold 
War between the United States and the Soviet Union, and a symbol of Communist oppression. Reagan was in West 
Berlin to speak during a ceremony commemorating the 750th anniversary of the city and faced an important choice.  
He could confront the Soviets about the injustice of the wall, or he could deliver bland remarks that would satisfy 
the members of the American foreign policy establishment who wanted to avoid conflict. Reagan was a dedicated 
anti-communist warrior throughout the Cold War and was driven by principle to take personal responsibility for a 
provocative speech that helped contribute to the end of the Cold War a few years later.   
 
In the decades after World War II, Ronald Reagan, like many Americans, was concerned about the Soviet Union 
spreading their communist system in eastern Europe and elsewhere around the globe. In 1952, Reagan compared 
communism to Nazism and other forms of totalitarianism characterized by a powerful state that limited individual 
freedoms. He stated, “We have met [the threat] back through the ages in the name of every conqueror that has ever 
set upon a course of establishing his rule over mankind. It is simply the idea, the basis of this country and of our 
religion, the idea of the dignity of man, the idea that deep within the heart of each one of us is something so godlike 
and precious that no individual or group has a right to impose his or its will upon the people.” In a televised speech 
in 1964, Reagan told the American people he believed there could be no accommodation with the Soviets. “We 
cannot buy our security, our freedom from the threat of the bomb by committing an immorality so great as saying 
to a billion human beings now in slavery behind the Iron Curtain, ‘Give up your dreams of freedom because to save 
our own skins, we are willing to make a deal with your slave-masters.’” Reagan also targeted the Berlin Wall 
specifically in a 1967 televised town hall debate with Robert Kennedy. “I think it would be very admirable if the 
Berlin Wall should . . . disappear,” Reagan averred, “We just think that a wall that is put up to confine people, and 
keep them within their own country . . . has to be somehow wrong.” In 1978, Reagan visited the wall and was 
disgusted to learn the story of Peter Fechter, one of the first of hundreds who were gunned down by East German 
police while trying to escape to freedom. As a result, Reagan told an aide simply: “My idea of American policy 
toward the Soviet Union is simple, and some would say simplistic.  It is this: We win and they lose.”   
 
Americans knew that Ronald Reagan was an uncompromising Cold warrior when they elected him president in 
1980. Throughout the 1970s, the United States had pursued détente, or decreased tensions, with respect to the 
Soviet Union. Over the heads of many in the State Department and National Security Council, Reagan instituted 
controversial policies that reversed that approach, because he thought detente strengthened and emboldened the 
Soviets. He also continued his unrelenting attack on the idea of communism in stark black and white moral terms.  
In a 1982 speech to the British Parliament, he predicted that communism would end up “on the ash heap of 
history,” and that the wall was “the signature of the regime that built it.”  When he visited the wall during the same 
trip, he stated that, “It’s as ugly as the idea behind it.” In a 1983 speech that made the supporters of a softer line 
toward the Soviets cringe, he called the Soviet Union an “evil empire.”   
 
In June, 1987, many officials in his administration and the West German ally were strongly opposed to any 
provocative words or actions during the anniversary speech. The Germans did not want to the speech to be 
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delivered anywhere near the wall, and sought to avoid what might be perceived as an aggressive signal. The 
German Foreign Ministry appealed to the White House, but to no avail.  The members of the administration were 
even more opposed. Secretary of State George Schultz, Chief of Staff Howard Baker, and the U.S. Embassy in Bonn 
were opposed to the provocations in the drafts of Reagan’s speech and repeatedly implored the president and his 
speechwriters to tone down the language. Deputy National Security Advisor Colin Powell and other members of the 
National Security Council were particularly adamant about altering the speech and offered several revisions.  
Reagan listened to all the objections and unalterably decided, “I think we’ll leave it in.” He would not be deterred 
from confronting the Soviets and Communism.  
 
The stark moral difference in the two systems on the different sides of the Berlin Wall was evident on June 12. 
Reagan and his team arrived in West Berlin and encountered some protesters who freely voiced their dissent at his 
appearance. He also spoke to reporters and nervous German officials who feared the fallout over confrontation, 
telling them, “This is the only wall that ever been built to keep people in, not keep people out.” Contrarily, in East 
Berlin, the German secret police and Russian KGB agents cordoned off an area a thousand yards wide opposite the 
spot where Reagan was to speak on the other side of the wall. They wanted to ensure that no one could hear the 
message of freedom.   
 
Reagan stepped up to the dais to speak, with the Brandenburg Gate and the huge wall in the background. He told 
the audience, “As long as this gate is closed, as long as this scar of a wall is permitted to stand, it is not the German 
question alone that remains open, but the question of freedom for all mankind.” In the middle of the speech, 
Reagan challenged Soviet General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev directly, delivering the line that caused so much 
consternation among American and German officials. “If you seek peace, if you seek prosperity for the Soviet Union 
and eastern Europe, if you seek liberalization: Come here to this gate! Mr. Gorbachev, open this gate! Mr. 
Gorbachev, tear down this wall!” Reagan took responsibility for causing a diplomatic furor because he believed in 
universal ideals of freedom and self-government. He finished the speech by predicting the wall would not endure.  
“This wall will fall.  For it cannot withstand faith; it cannot withstand truth. The wall cannot withstand freedom.”   
 
No one imagined that the Berlin Wall would fall only two years later on November 9, 1989, as communism 
collapsed across eastern Europe. “The key is freedom,” Reagan told students at Moscow State University in Russia 
the following year. It was an ideal at the core of his political philosophy and public statements for fifty years since 
the dawn of the Cold War. In a statement that reflected his own sense of responsibility for defeating Communism 
and defending freedom, he told the same students: “It is the right to put forth an idea, scoffed at by the experts, and 
watch it catch fire among the people. It is the right to dream – to follow your dream or stick to your conscience, 
even if you’re the only one in a sea of doubters.”   
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Handout B: Journaling 
 
Directions: Answer the following questions in your journal, as you prepare to voluntarily share some of your 
responses in a class discussion. 
 

1. In what situations in your own life have you had opportunity to take responsibility for leadership in a 
worthy goal? To what extent have you done so?  

2. To what extent are you currently using your unique talents and skills to achieve your purpose?  What 
virtues are you demonstrating? What virtues are you cultivating and improving? Whose responsibility is it 
to keep your life’s trajectory on track?  

3. To what extent and in what ways does your performance align with your identity and purpose?  What are 
you doing this very day to cultivate skills and interests that will connect today’s purposes with your long-
term opportunity to enhance and protect the life and liberty of others?  

4. How can being a responsible citizen lead to freedom for yourself and others?  

 
 


