
Collapse of Communism in Soviet Union

Firm control of Eastern Europe
No reforms predicted

Yet sweeping reforms in late 1980s – why?

 After Stalin died in 1953, a power struggle among top Communist Party leaders resulted 
in Nikita Khrushchev being chosen as Party Secretary and Premier of the USSR. In 1956 
he gave his famous secret speech, in which he revealed the existence of a letter written 
by Lenin before he died. The letter was critical of Stalin, and Khrushchev used it to 
denounce Stalin's rules and practices, particularly the purges that he sponsored. This 
denouncement led to deStalinization, a process that led to reforms, such as loosening 
government censorship of the press, decentralization of economic decision making, and 
restructuring of the collective farms. In foreign policy, Khrushchev advocated "peaceful 
coexistence," or relaxation of tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union. 
He was criticized from the beginning for the suggested reforms, and his diplomatic and 
military failure in the Cuban Missile Crisis ensured his loss of control. He was replaced by 
the much more conservative Leonid Brezhnev, who ended the reforms and tried to 
cope with the increasing economic problems that were just under the surface of Soviet 
power.

 When Brezhnev died in 1982, he was replaced by a reformer from a younger generation, 
Mikhail Gorbachev. Gorbachev was unlike any previous Soviet leader in that he not only 
looked and acted more "western," but he also was more open to western-style reforms 
than any other, including Khrushchev. Gorbachev inherited far more problems than any 
outsider realized at the time, and many of his reforms were motivated by sheer 
necessity to save the country from economic disaster. His program was three-pronged:

 Glasnost - This term translates from the Russian as "openness," and it 
allowed more open discussion of political, social and economic issues as 
well as open criticism of the government. Although this reform was 
applauded by western nations, it caused many problems for Gorbachev. 
After so many years of repression, people vented hostility toward the 
government that encouraged open revolt, particularly among some of 
the republics that wanted independence from Soviet control.

 Democratization - Gorbachev believed that he could keep the old Soviet 
structure, including Communist Party control, but at the same time 
insert a little democracy into the system. Two such moves included the 
creation of 1) a new Congress of People's Deputies with directly elected 
representatives and 2) a new position of "President" that was selected 
by the Congress. The reforms did bring a bit of democracy. However, 
many of the new deputies were critical of Gorbachev, increasing the 
level of discord within the government.

 Perestroika - This economic reform was Gorbachev's most radical, and 
also his least successful. Again, he tried to keep the old Soviet structure, 
and modernize from within. Most significantly, it transferred many 
economic powers held by the central government to private hands and 
the market economy. Specific reforms included authorization of some 



privately owned companies, penalties for underperforming state 
factories, leasing of farm land outside the collective farms, price 
reforms, and encouragement of joint ventures with foreign companies.

 None of Gorbachev's reforms were ever fully carried out because the Revolution of 1991 
swept him out of office.

 In August 1991 "conservatives" (those that wanted to abandon Gorbachev's reforms) 
from within the Politburo led a coup d’état that tried to remove Gorbachev from office. 
The leaders included the Vice-President, the head of the KGB (Russian secret police), 
and top military advisers. The coup failed when popular protests broke out, and soldiers 
from the military defected rather than support their leaders. The protesters were led by 
Boris Yeltsin, the elected President of the Russian Republic and former Politburo 
member. Yeltsin had been removed from the Politburo a few years earlier because his 
radical views offended the conservatives. Yeltsin advocated more extreme reform 
measures than Gorbachev did, and he won his position as Russian Republic President as 
a result of new voting procedures put in place by Gorbachev.

 Gorbachev was restored to power, but the USSR only had a few months to live. By 
December 1991 eleven republics had declared their independence, and eventually 
Gorbachev was forced to announce the end of the union, which put him out of a job. 
The fifteen republics went their separate ways, but Boris Yeltsin emerged as the 
President of the largest and most powerful republic, now renamed the Russian 
Federation.

 Once the Revolution of 1991 was over, Boris Yeltsin proceeded with his plans to create a 
western-style democracy. The old Soviet structure was destroyed, but the same 
problems that haunted Gorbachev were still there. The Constitution of 1993 created a 
three-branch government, with a President, a Prime Minister, a lower legislative house 
called the Duma, and a Constitutional Council. Conflict erupted between Yeltsin and the 
Duma, and the Russian economy did not immediately respond to the "shock therapy" 
(an immediate market economy) that the government prescribed. Yeltsin also proved to 
be a much poorer president than he was as a revolutionary leader. His frequent illnesses 
and alcoholism almost certainly explain the erratic behavior that led him to hire and fire 
prime ministers in quick succession. 

 Yeltsin resigned in the months before the election of 2000, and his prime minister, 
Vladimir Putin became acting president. An encouraging sign occurred when Putin was 
elected President, and a peaceful transition of power followed. Although Putin 
supported Yeltsin's reforms, he was widely seen as a more conservative leader who 
many hoped would bring stability to the newly formed government.

Modern Russia, then, is a very unpredictable country. Its historical roots deeply influence 
every area of life, but Russia has almost no experience with democracy and a free market. Is 

democracy finally taking hold in Russia, or is the new regime just a smoke and mirrors 
imitation of the old historic authoritarianism that has characterized Russia for centuries? No 
one knows at this point, but Russian history and political culture leave room for both. Slavic 
roots provide the tendency toward autocratic rule, but the desire to modernize and compete 

for world power has been apparent since the late 17th century.


