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The fall of the Soviet 
Union

The result of a complex process

Multiple causes

The collapse of both a socio-
economic system (“Developed 
Socialism”) & a federal state



“Developed Socialism”

A system not open to reforms: the 
Socialist model does not need 
reforms because… it is already 

developed!

Leonid Brezhnev



“Developed Socialism”

“With Stalin, our people was afraid 
of repressions, with Khrushchev, 

they were afraid of reorganizations 
and restructuration… With us, the 
Soviet people is finally going to live 

and work peacefully” (1965)

Leonid Brezhnev



What happened?

A long & complex chain of events 
leading to “the greatest geo-political 
catastrophe of the century.” (Vladimir 

Putin, 2005)



1970s: a more fragile
“superpower” than it seemed…

The illusion of power
Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (START): 

nuclear parity with the U.S.

The Yom Kippur War (1973) & the 
spectacular rise of oil prices (Soviet 

Union as a major oil producer)

Conference on Security and Co-
operation in Europe (1975): Post WWII 

Europe (Soviet Eastern satellites) 
officially acknowledged by the West



The Brezhnev era (1964-1982)
The “Great Stagnation”

An aging leadership opposed to 
reforms

1. Economic crisis
The drastic collapse of economic 

growth

Loss of productivity

Widespread corruption at the top





A Soviet agriculture in crisis

1969-1984: 8 years of disastrous
crops imputed to “adverse climate”

The real causes:

Collectivization + heavy (inefficient)
bureaucracy



A Soviet agriculture in crisis

The consequences:

Massive imports of cereals from 
North America

1972-1979: 25 million tons

1979-1984: 40 million tons

Paid how?

One-third of Soviet gold reserves 



2. A demographic crisis

A steep decline of the Soviet
population’s life expectancy

A smaller active population

=

Significant impact on economic
growth





2. A demographic crisis

Soviet Union no longer able to rely 
on abundant workforce to offset 

poor economic choices



The “Virgin Lands Campaign” 
(1954)

From success to disaster…

A titanic project to increase 
quickly the production of wheat

Collectivization + WW2

=

Wheat production lower than in 
1913



The not so brilliant idea…

To transform huge areas of 
uncultivated lands (“virgin lands”) 

into wheat producing areas

300 000 “volunteers” (Communist 
Youth)

Spectacular results in 1956



Disaster

Some basic concepts in 
agriculture:

Newly cleared land requires a system 
of rotation every 2-3 years

Wheat: a difficult crop to grow in 
colder regions

Proper fertilizers & pesticides: a key 
requirement for success



When the “Virgin Lands 
Campaign” turned into a 

nightmare of epic proportions

Lack of appropriate machinery

Lack of fertilizers

Climate too dry or too cold

The Soviet Union had to import wheat 
from… the U.S. (a first!)



Competition with the other 
“superpower”

1980-1988: the Soviet Union under
pressure

(the Reagan administration)

+

The Afghan fiasco: increased 
military spending (unsustainable 

rate)



Eastern Europe: a fractured
“Soviet bloc”

Poland (1980-1981): 
martial law



3. A crisis of ideology

1973: A Letter to the Soviet 
Leadership

“Generalized lying, imposed and 
mandatory [which is] the most 
terrible aspect of the life of our 

country”

The system unable to adapt to new 
technologies (global information)

Andrei Sakharov



Nationalism & nationalities
re-awakened

The collapse of the Soviet 
federal state: a dual process

1. The peripheries in 
movement (Baltic States & 

Caucasus)



Nationalism & nationalities
re-awakened

The collapse of the Soviet 
federal state: a dual process

2. The implosion of the centre 
associated with one man’s 

political strategy: Boris Yeltsin



June 1990

Proclaiming Russia’s “sovereignty”

A chain reaction: each Soviet republic 
encouraged to proclaim its own 

sovereignty (independence in some 
cases)

Rise of nationalism with the Soviet 
federation dismissed by Mikhail 

Gorbachev



Glasnost (“openness”) & 
perestroika (“restructuring”)

Mikhail Gorbachev: reforming the 
system without destroying it



The Baltic States: the 
pioneers

Incorporated against their will to 
the Soviet Union in 1940



1919: a strategy of 
containment

Paris Peace Conference: the 
erection of a “cordon sanitaire” 

(bulwark) – A ring of anti-
communist states to isolate 

Bolshevik Russia





Interwar Europe

A security nightmare for Soviet 
military experts

The proximity of hostile states 
(Poland, Baltic States, Finland) to 

prevent the spread of communism 
in Europe



Non-Aggression Pact (23 August 1939)

Publicly-announced stipulations: 
Germany and Soviet Union not to wage 
war on one another

A secret protocol: agreement on 
“spheres of influence” in Eastern Europe





The Baltic States: the 
pioneers

The emergence of numerous 
“informal groups” (1986-1987)

“National Fronts”: massive street 
demonstrations on August 23



23 August 1989 (50th anniversary)

A 2 million people “human chain” 
holding hands across Lithuania, Latvia & 

Estonia

Free elections (March 1989): the 
victory of “Popular Fronts”



June 1988

Gorbachev abolished the
Central Committee of the

Communist Party

(The body that control all party 
and government activities)

Elections to be held in 1989 
(Congress of People’s Deputies)



The end of the Soviet 
system

Step 1: 1989
Free elections: the Communist Party of the Soviet 

Union (CPSU) not longer predominant

CPSU

Soviet citizens

1500 elected deputies750 appointed deputies
Appoints

Congress of People’s Deputies

Supreme Soviet of the Soviet Union

Elects

President of the Soviet Union
Gorbachev elected (March 1990)

Elects



Gorbachev’s speech at 
the UN

(December 1988)

Freedom of choice

Message to Soviet bloc in
Eastern Europe: it is possible to

leave

Soviet government to respect
“universal values”



September 1989: Hungary 
opened its border with 

Austria



Lithuania

The first Baltic State to proclaim its
independence (March 1990)

Estonia and Latvia followed (“period of 
transition towards independence”)



The Soviet republics of the 
Caucasus

Slower process towards 
independence (inter-ethnic 

tensions)



Central Asian republics

Artificial Soviet political entities

Lack of ethnic homogeneity

Kazakhstan: half of population 
Ukrainian & Russian (Stalin’s mass 

deportations)

March 1990 elections: large 
majority for the communists



April 1986: the Chernobyl 
disaster

Ukrainian Democratic Movement

The future of Ukraine within the 
Soviet Union in question

Ukraine overexploited by the 
Soviet system (the “nuclear trash 

can” of the Soviet Union?)



Massive demonstrations

Eastern Ukraine (Donbass region): 
miners’ strike (summer 1989)

March 1989 elections: victory for 
Ukrainian nationalists (led by Leonid 

Kravchuk)



Close ties with Boris Yeltsin

Leonid Kravchuk & Boris Yeltsin: 
a capital role in the final crisis of 

the Soviet Union



Boris Yeltsin

Promoted by Gorbachev in December 1985 
as head of the Moscow Communist Party 

(regional section)

Pro-reforms from the start

Opposition to Gorbachev: reforms too slow!

“Apart from Glasnost and criticism, we have 
achieved nothing. We have nothing to show 

for”

Fired by Gorbachev



The March 1989 elections

First free elections in the Soviet 
Union (multiple candidates)

Yeltsin triumphantly elected deputy 
of Moscow (90% of the votes)

The creation of an “interregional 
Group” (300 pro-reforms deputies)



29 May 1990

Yeltsin elected president of the 
Federation of Russia (by the deputies)

Russia’s “declaration of sovereignty” 
presented to Gorbachev (president of 

the Soviet Union)

July 1990: Yeltsin left the CPUS



A New Union Treaty
(23 November 1990)

The Soviet Union to become a 
federation of independent republics 
(common president, foreign policy & 

military)



The end of the Soviet 
system

Step 2: 1990
Reform applied in each Soviet republic

CPSU

Soviet citizens

Congress of People’s Deputies

Supreme Soviet of the Republic

Elects

President of the Republic

Elects



20 November 1990

Leonid Kravchuk & Boris Yeltsin: 
Bilateral agreement mutually 

acknowledging the sovereignty 
of Russia and Ukraine

Economic cooperation

Similar agreement signed with 
Kazakhstan



Growing opposition 
Gorbachev-Yeltsin

Numerous disagreements

What economic reforms?

Yeltsin’s “500 day plan”: a quick
transition to market economy

Gorbachev: a slow transition



Gorbachev’s reaction

A threat to his authority

Closer ties with conservative 
camp hostile to political reforms



13 January 1991

Soviet assault of parliament building 
in Vilnius (Lithuania) to stop 

independence process

Yeltsin firmly condemned

Movement towards independence 
(Latvia & Estonia) accelerated

Georgia proclaimed its independence



Referendum on the preservation 
of the Soviet Union (March 1991)

The Baltic Republics, Georgia, 
Moldavia boycotted the referendum

“YES” vote over 70%

August 1991: agreement over new 
federal treaty (Yeltsin officially in 

agreement)



More disagreements

3 months of negotiations: 
“federation” vs. “confederation”

Yeltsin’s decision to accelerate the 
process of disintegration of the Union

12 June 1991: Yeltsin won 57% of the 
popular vote (Russian presidential 

elections)



The end of the Soviet 
system

Step 3: 1991
Yeltsin’s act of political force

Russian citizens

Congress of People’s Deputies

Supreme Soviet of Russia

Elects

President of the Republic

Elect



A question of political 
legitimacy

Gorbachev elected (indirect suffrage)

Yeltsin’s growing political clout

Conservative elements within 
government: a reaction before it is 

too late (19-21 August 1991)



Gorbachev & family in 
house arrest

Complete isolation

19 August: the State Committee for 
the State of Emergency officially in 

power

Gorbachev no longer president for 
“health reasons”



The “State Committee on 
the State of Emergency”

The “Gang of Eight”: a group of 8 
high-ranking Soviet officials (Soviet 

government, CPSU and KGB)

Gorbachev “invited” to sign the 
decree proclaiming the state of 
emergency and confirming the 

creation of the Committee

“Go to hell! I have nothing to say to 
you”

By Television in the Soviet Union - Original publication: Television in the Soviet Union Immediate source: 
http://gkchp.sssr.su/, Fair use, https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?curid=38839334



Meanwhile near Moscow…

Boris Yeltsin (President of the Russian 
Federation) awakened at 6am

Radio announcement: Gorbachev 
replaced by Gennady Yanayev (Vice 

President of the Soviet Union)

State of emergency to last 6 months



Military deployment in 
Moscow

To intimidate the population



Meanwhile at the 
Kremlin…

Meeting of the “Gang of Eight” (10am)

Military forces in alert

The next step: a meeting of the Soviet 
Supreme to confirm decisions of the 

State Committee

A peaceful transition?



A letter from “President” 
Gennady Yanayev

To reassure world leaders

The State Committee to continue 
reforms

Russia’s “international commitments” 
to be respected





A press conference

The New Union Treaty “anti- constitutional”

The conspirators: total lack of charisma

The image of a group of mediocre 
conspirators

Rumors and disinformation: Gorbachev 
behind the coup?



The “White House”

The heart of resistance

Reading the Call to the Citizens of 
Russia

What will the Army do? What will the 
KGB do?

How long can Yeltsin resist?





The return of Gorbachev

The Gang of Eight indicted



A political victory for 
Yeltsin over Gorbachev

The resignation of Gorbachev as 
General Secretary of the CPUS

The CPUS banned in Russia



The independence of 
Ukraine

Proclaimed by Ukrainian 
parliament (1 December)

90% voted “YES”



The Belovezh Accords
(8 December 1991)

Declaration adopted by Boris Yeltsin 
(Russia), Leonid Kravchuk (Ukraine) & 
Stanislav Shushkevich (Belarus): the 

Soviet Union ceased to exist

The creation of a Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS): loose 
intergovernmental organization



The Alma-Ata Protocol
(21 December 1991)

Founding declarations and principles
of the CIS adopted by 11 of the 15

former Soviet republics (except 
Baltic States & Georgia)

Gorbachev not invited



23 December: meeting Yeltsin-Gorbachev 
to finalize the end of the Soviet Union





A peaceful transition of power
The end of an experiment 

triggered in violence 74 years 
prior (October 1917)

A failed transition to democracy



February 2014 annexation of 
Crimea



The annexation of Crimea: the 
violation of 3 international 

agreements

1. The Budapest Memorandum on 
Security Assurances (1994)

Ukraine agreed to give up its nuclear 
weapons with Russia agreeing to “respect 
Ukrainian independence and sovereignty 

in the existing borders”



2. Treaty of Friendship, 
Cooperation, and 

Partnership (1997)

Russia and Ukraine to respect each other’s 
“territorial integrity” and find peaceful 

solutions to disagreements



Treaty between Russia & Ukraine 
(2003)

On Cooperation in the Use of the Sea 
of Azov and he Kerch Strait

Joint management

Free navigation

Putin’s recognition of Crimea as part of 
Ukraine

24 February 2022: Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine


