
 !!!DEATH OF THE SOVIET UNION!!! 

When, on March 11, 1985 Mikhail Gorbachev took the helm of the Soviet Union, many 
people in the academic world, people such as my father Baba Dr. Dina Nath Bedi, who had 
dealt with emigres from the Soviet Union felt a wind of change was coming. It was largely 
believed that Mikhail Gorbachev was the right man for the task of changing the Soviet 
System from one of lethargy to one which would now adapt to a changing world. For the 
Soviet Union in 1985, seemed from the outside to not be that far behind the Western World, 
it visibly seemed only to lack the Personal Computer revolution and the multitudes of 
consumer goods which were common place in the West. The world was a very different 
place in 1985, as nearly half of the world was living under Socialist Systems. It was not 
conceivable that the largest economic power of this Socialist World the Soviet Union could 
collapse in 6 years. In fact there were no such predictions to be found anywhere at that 
time. The real fear back in those days was of a nuclear conflict breaking out between the 
U.S. and the U.S.S.R. which would be caused accidentally or by computer failure. Through 
out this period President Ronald Reagan would attempt to gain communication advantage 
over Mikhail Gorbachev. In a way history today views this time period in a way that it never 
was. The U.S. at this time did not hold a strategic military advantage to the U.S.S.R. in fact 
the in terms of the shear numbers of Nuclear Weapons, the Soviet Union held an advantage. 
The Soviet Sphere of influence was also larger in terms of population. Even with exit of 
China from the orbit of the U.S.S.R., the Soviet Union still had massive influence around the 
world. 
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Mikhail Gobachev inherited a Soviet Union which had come out the 1970’s as more tolerant 
Socialist State than it ever had been. The Rule of of Soviet Leader Leonid Brezhnev, had 
been a time of stability for most in the Soviet Union. All over the Eastern Bloc, living 
standards had increased. Soviet Armament production had risen and most of the nation’s 
which had come out of colonialism in the the last 30 years were equipping their defense 
forces with Soviet based weapon systems. Oil prices had remained high through out the 
1970’s and this had allowed this “Golden Age of Socialism” to progress. All of this would 
change dramatically when the regime of the Shah of Iran was overthrown which was largely 
allowed by Western powers to take place and the Iran-Iraq war would begin. O.P.E.C. would 
became an organization which could no longer enforce oil pricing as the Iran-Iraq war 
created too many variables, including desperation for revenues by both nations. In 1986, the 
oil pricing would crash dramatically. This development would become a nearly 
insurmountable issue for Mikhail Gorbachev to deal with. He had come in to power with a 
mission to reform the Soviet Union, but his perspective was political and very little 
consideration was given to actual economics. He was a third generation product of the 
Soviet System which in 1922, had ended the very concept of personal ownership over 
assets. For this breed of bureaucrat and leader, economics meant dictation via central 
planning, not market forces. The Soviet System had achieved what the Czarist Russian 
Empire could not achieve in 200 years of rule. For it had managed to take the Russian 
Empire into the modern age and to provide health care, education and create Scientific 
Achievements largely on par with the Western World. This was the mindset that many in 
high positions in the Soviet Union held at this time. Thus, Mikhail Gorbachev believed that it 
was not the Soviet Economic System which was failing, but rather the political system. And 
for this he decided that the best remedy would be Glasnost (openness and transparency) 
and Perestroika (reform or regrouping). These would become the slogans of his rule in 1986. 
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The very fact that Mikhail Gorbachev approached the situation in political context was an 
extension of perception which dominated the upper escheloans of the Soviet Union. It was 
believed with that corruption was what was holding back food production and the 
production of consumer goods. At the same time much of tension which was felt in Soviet 
Society was as a result of this, and the inability of people to express themselves. For if ideas 
could be expressed, than socialism could work better. The economic core of the Soviet 
Union was not even being addressed, as it was here where the real issues lay. Products were 
not being produced cost effectively given the fact that export income from oil sales was 
drying up. No supply chains were being built for the production of modern computer 
hardware and especially minturized computers which today we would simply refer to as 
Personal Computers. There was a lack any competition even with state industries and thus 
no incentive existed to produce anything in dependable and sizeable volume. This had had 
created an enviornment where there shortages in every sector, and a “Second Economy” 
had developed. By 1986 this “Second Economy” was estimated to be nearly 1/2 the size of 
the stated economy. Since people could not find products they needed they would pay far 
more in this black market. Bartering also became another mechanism to get basic 
nessasaities. The end result was that state assets were being routinely stolen and sold for 
much higher market rates which were being created by a Soviet Economic System which 
was no longer working on ideological dictates. 



 

As oil prices collapsed the State found it could not provide those services which it gained 
the most prestige from. The cost of medicines and health care combined with exorbitant 
defense costs were not possible without increased oil revenues. Since the Soviet Union was 
never a full Communist State, the concept of money never was phased out. For true 
Communism was an elusive goal which the Socialist system was building for the future. It 
seems that Mikhail Gorbachev still believed this was possible. As the most logical move 
would have been to create a mixed economy in 1986, and allow the slow opening to outside 
trade as China had done in the late 1970’s. But instead the Soviet Union opened itself to a 
political experiment done backwards. For as the ability to express political opposition and 
gripes increased, the living standards continued to decline. Information about the outside 
world poured in. And for the first time, it was apparent to nearly everyone that Soviet Union 
was far behind the West in a substantial way. Yet those clamoring for immediate change, 
seemed have forgotten than the Soviet Union could not simply catch up, without a 
prolonged period of even greater economic instability. And then of course there was the 
factor which was largely being ignored all together and this was where currency reserves 
would come from should a switch be made to a market economy quickly. Once more 
economic factors were looked at under the Soviet System’s vision of central planning and 
negation of capital requirements especially when revolutionary change was coming. Much 
of what Soviet Leader Stalin had achieved had been without capital being in place. Simple 
dictate had translated into production end executed projects. 



 

But this was 1986, not 1926 and the world had changed. The overhead of running the Soviet 
Union was immense this had not been the case in 1926. For then workers had only new 
rights assigned to them. In 1986 they had guaranteed benefits. The Soviet Union was the 
world’s second largest economy and militarily it challenged the United States. It possessed 
incredibly talented scientists and engineers and there was nothing it could not produce, the 
problem was that it could not produce cost effectively, and it did not market it’s products 
abroad as they could not compete effectively against market driven products. A possible 
solution to this was the introduction of internal competition which would have not required 
outside capital and could have been the precursor to opening the economy slowly. The idea 
was discussed and quickly forgotten about as Glasnost and Perestroika took the lime light. 



 

By 1988, the Soviet Union had effectively paved the way for internal ethnic conflict to 
appear for the first time since Stalin’s early days. Freedom of the Press had not brought any 
improvement in people’s lives. What had been brought instead were open forums to 
expand the Second Economy and the inability of the state to even manage production 
anymore. Most manufactured products not related to the Military were being largely sold in 
the secondary market. At this point the only logical thing to have done would have been to 
privatize all non-defense industries in the U.S.S.R. as it was already being done in an illegal 
way. But instead of doing this, the state continued to increase personal freedom. 
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The lowest point on geopolitical level came when the Soviet Union began pulling out of 
Afghanistan, as this defeat was a confirmation that all of the Soviet Union’s actions in 
Afghanistan had failed to achieve anything but a humiliating defeat. Soon East Germany 
would split away from the Eastern Bloc and unify with West Germany. The Soviet Union 



would do nothing to intervene in November 1989. This in itself would not have been as 
damaging, if economically the Soviet was not collapsing at home. The event only 
accelerated a demoralized state. Yet even in early 1989 there were ways the Soviet Union 
could have been salvaged at least for sometime. A currency revaluation, combined with 
sweeping economic reforms would have created incentives to consolidate the second 
economy. A lifting on travel bans would have also allowed skilled labor to leave and send 
back foreign remittances. But none of this was done, instead at this point it seems that 
Mikhail Gorbachev wanted to stop the reforms and attempt to gain central control over the 
Soviet Union. He had realized too late that political reform had not accomplished anything 
more than creating a perfect situation for the loss of Eastern Europe and Soviet influence in 
the world. 

 



 

As the 1989 progressed the Soviet Union continued it’s economic decline but now political 
separatism also came into the equation in a large sense. The Baltic Republics began a quick 
pace assent to full independence. The Caucasus, Republics, also began demanding 
independence . What had started in 1988 as a small 300 man protest in Moscow of 
displaced Russian Tartars asking to be returned home, had grown into a mass movement. At 
the time, Boris Yeltsin had sided with the Tartar Protest and not put it down. He had 
resigned from the Politburo and sent a letter to Mikhail Gorbachev about increasing the rate 
of political freedom. At the same time he had made sure that much of this letter was 
published so that it could fuel greater demands for freedom and disunity. In years which 
had followed this feud between Yeltsin and Gorbachev would be another visible cause of 
the breakdown of the Soviet Union. To combat this factor, Gorbachev attempted to create a 
second layer of the government and created another house of representation known as the 
Congress of the People’s Deputies. But even this was not enough to stop the battle, he 
would go further and ask the people of the Soviet Union to step over all representatives and 
speak directly. This gamble of will, would be the final failure of reform. For this appeal to the 
people would end the Soviet Union. 



 

By 1990, the people of the Soviet Union were speaking directly to their government and 
what was happening had become a call to restore ethnic and religious differences. There 
was no desire left to reform the Soviet System even the very well thought economic reforms 
which were being purposed no longer mattered. Even the 1985 prohibition on Alcohol 
consumption was being deemed a failure as 100 Billion Rubles of Alcohol tax had been lost. 
The system was ending but the Upper Echelons of power were not accepting this. In August 
1990, when Iraq invaded Kuwait, the Soviet Union remained quiet. When the collation 
attacked Iraq and liberated Kuwait the Soviet Union once more played a marginal role in 
terms of diplomacy. The Soviet Union had ceased to be a world power mentally, it was 
consumed with internal rebellions which were getting worse, in August 1991, the Soviet 
Union had a military Coup D’etat. Hardliners attempted to restore the old the Soviet Union 
but there was no political will in any department of government. Thus, Boris Yeltsin could 



make a photo opportunity for himself rarely granted in history. For he cast himself as the 
defender of the Russian Republic from the totalitarian forces which had tried to revert back 
to an age of suppression. 

 

Boris Yeltsin standing on top of a tank in the failed Coup D’etat. August 1991. 

 

On December 26, 1991, the Soviet Flag was lowered for the last time from the Kremlin. Boris 
Yeltsin had insulted, Mikhail Gorbachev in August of 1991. after the Coup had been put 
down. Yeltsin could be seen standing up shamelessly insulting Soviet Leader Gorbachev, 
and declared him to be a leader of a state which no longer existed, he had not even allowed 
him to speak in the final meetings of the Soviet Union without his rude insults and 
interruptions. But as fate would have it, in less than a decade Yeltsin’s rule would become 
one synonymous with incompetence, poverty and complete decay in Russia. The hero of 
August 22, 1991, was not remembered for heroism even in his own lifetime. The lowest 
point of Soviet History was over and in the years which followed analysis would begin as to 
weigh what had been gained and lost. The final answer appears to be that the lowest point 
of the Soviet Union before it’s collapse became even worse for the new Russian Nation. The 
civil, economic and social break down would destroy nearly 45% of the G.D.P. of the former 
Soviet Union. A Russia reeling from stagflation and teetering on complete economic 



collapse would elect Vladimir Putin and willingly sacrifice much of the political freedoms 
they had gained for economic security. 

 

 


