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A) Plan of the investigation 
Gorbachev's  policies  of  Perestroika,  Glasnost  and  his  Foreign  policies  brought  him  a  huge 
reputation outside the Soviet Union. The West perceived him as liberator and a progressive leader. 
However, within the USSR the standard of living fell dramatically together with the economy and 
under his rule the USSR finally collapsed.

The question now is to what extent these reforms led to the collapse of the USSR in 1991 and 
whether they were inevitable, could be put into practise differently or should have been even more 
radical. Beside Gorbachev's actual policies and the time of Gorbachev's rule as General Secretary 
from 1985 until the collapse in 1991 one must also investigate the situation of the USSR before he 
came into power to assess the impact of other causes of the breakdown, e.g. policies of predecessors, 
economy, problems with the Russian ethnicities, resistance within the party, etc.

(Words: 145)

B) Summary of evidence

i. The situation before Gorbachev came into power

Stalin took measures to modernise Russia and catch up with the western countries. His system led 
to  large-scale  industrialisation  and  economic  growth,  but  was  highly  unsystematic  and  non-
adaptable.1 The realisation of government plans was a must, no matter how high the price. Product 
quality was far beyond Western standards, the command control was not in touch with peoples 
needs and the environment suffered heavy disasters,  for example the shrinking of the Aral Sea 
caused by using its water to irrigate cotton fields2. By the early eighties the economy was in decline 
again: For the first time the Soviet Union faced a negative growth rate3. 

The political and social situation was not much better. Within the society was still a fear of Stalin.4 
Khrushchev tried to  overcome this  fear,  but rather  than to reappraise  Stalin's  rule  he tried to 
suppress  it.  And  although  the  fear  continued  in  the  society,  the  Politburo  was  able  depose 
Khrushchev – something that would have been impossible under Stalin.5 Khrushev's reforms in 
agriculture, pricing and relaxation of censorship were only partly successful.6 Under his successor 
Brezhnev a period of stagnation arose.7 Breznhnev's policy of “restoration” even took back some of 
Khrushev's reforms. Mismanagement, bureaucracy, corruption and a well-developed black market 
were part of Soviet society.8

Since the end of WWII, the Soviet Union was also involved in a arms race with the USA, which 

1 Oxley, “Russia 1855-1991 – From Tsars to Commissars”, p.279
2 Ibid, p.278f
3 Alexander Fischer in Homberg, Pötzsch, Schüller, “Informationen zur politischen Bildung”, No 3/1992 – 

“Die Sowjetunion 1953-1991”, p.26
4 Freeze (ed.), “Russia – A History”, p.358
5 Khrushchev considered this as one of his greatest achievements. In Oxley,  “Russia 1855-1991 – From 

Tsars to Commissars”, p.256
6 Ibid, p. 271
7 Freeze (ed.), “Russia – A History”, p.370
8 Ibid, p.365
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lead to  big strains in economy and often just  missed open escalation,  i.e.  at the Cuba crisis  in 
October 1962 or the building of the Berlin Wall.9

ii. Reforms, economy and inner policy

Gorbachev's aim was to correct the course of the USSR out of the stiff command economy and State 
control to modernise the party and the country from the inside. He introduced a programme of 
“reconstruction”, or  Perestroika, to overcome the economic problems. This programme included 
even radical points as the legalization of private property, an anti-alcohol campaign, the removal of 
party privileges and market reforms.10

Despite all  his  efforts he failed to stabilize the economy and national  budget.  The government 
deficit rose from 37 billion to 57 billion roubles.11 Large amounts of money were printed, leading to 
inflation in 1990. The government was unable to ensure the distribution of basic consumer goods. 
Shortages and queuing were the result.

Glasnost, or “openness”, was the try to open the party for criticism and to democratise it. History 
was  re-evaluated,  censorship  was  relaxed.12 The  party  should  be  involved  in  a  open  political 
discussion  and  also  be  subject  to  constructive  criticism.  Thus,  he  hoped,  it  would  be  able  to 
modernise itself and become more strengthened. Additionally it would put pressure on opponents 
of the Perestroika.13

How urgent those reforms were needed was shown at the Chernobyl disaster in 1986: After the 
nuclear accident not only the whole world suffered a lack of information. As Robert Service points 
out, the government itself “had difficulty in getting rapid, accurate information”.14

iii.Foreign and Security Policy

Gorbachev's  foreign  policy  was  a  remarkable  change  compared  to  his  predecessors.  Beside  his 
democratic reforms it was a reason why he became more popular abroad than at home. Gorbachev 
soon won over the Western leaders mainly by his totally new style of the meetings.15 Thus he 
opened the door to enhanced (even one-sided) disarmament-talks with the USA and an end of the 
Cold War. But despite this efforts, defence budget still absorbed 40% of the government spending 
in 1987.16

In contrast to his predecessors he led a policy of non-interference with the Soviet Republics.17 It 

9 Alexander Fischer in Homberg, Pötzsch, Schüller, “Informationen zur politischen Bildung”, No 3/1992 – 
“Die Sowjetunion 1953-1991”, p.6

10 Launched by his predecessor Androppov it proved as a mistake, as the taxes on alcohol were one of the 
SU's most reliable incomes. In: Oxley, “Russia 1855-1991 – From Tsars to Commissars”, p.283

11 Oxley, “Russia 1855-1991 – From Tsars to Commissars”, p.283
12 Freeze, “Russia – A History”, p.390
13 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perestroika
14 Service, “A History of Modern Russia”, p.445
15 Asked by Genscher about his first impressions on Gorbachev Mitterand replied: “Mr Genscher, you'll 

meet a completely different Soviet Leader. One who talks as we talk to each other.”, Genscher recalls this 
conversation  in  a  talk  with  AvP  in  2001.  -  von  Plato  “Die  Wiedervereinigung Deutschlands  –  Ein  
weltpolitisches Machtspiel”, p.39; Quote translated from German by myself

16 Oxley, “Russia 1855-1991 – From Tsars to Commissars”, p.283
17 Service, “A History of Modern Russia”, p.442
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allowed  them  a  great  amount  of  political  freedom;  he  did  not  force  the  Soviet  Republics  to 
implement his radical reform course. 

Although Gorbachev proposed the German unification from early on, the fall of the wall came 
unexpected. During the resulting negotiations on a German unification, Gorbachev was in a weak 
position, as the DDR threatened to collapse.18 Against the resistance of party members he had to 
make many concessions, e.g. the non-alignment of East Germany. Military and press cried out he 
wanted “to sell the fruits of the victory for DM”19 However, a poll in March 1990 revealed that 60% 
of the Soviet citizens were in favour of a German unification. Nevertheless 65% had objectives 
against the inclusion of the DDR into the NATO.20 But in 1990 this problem was only one of many 
and the economic problems and the national tensions, especially with the Baltic republics, proved 
to be a even more dangerous threat.21 Under these circumstances Gorbachev even sent armed forces 
to stop their independence endeavours.22 They raised  supported by the Russian Federation under 
Yeltsin. 23

iv. The Collapse of the USSR – The Final Days

To overcome these tensions a new Union treaty should be signed on the 20th August 1991. But on 
the 18th and 19th eight high-rank CPSU politicians24 tried to carry out a coup in order to stop the 
reform process. This time Yeltsin supported Gorbachev: Giving a speech on a tank in front of the 
besieged White House, he persuaded some military to change sides and called a general strike . 

The attempted putsch was still a double failure for it's initiators: Though Gorbachev's power was 
now weakened, radical reformers were strengthened and the chance to renew and continue the 
USSR was lost.25 Instead eleven Republics decided to sign the CIS (Commonwealth of Independent 
States) treaty whereas the USSR became obsolete and was dissolved by the 1st of January 1992.26 The 
coup also lead to the ban of the CPSU  by Yeltsin.

(Words: 924)

18 von Plato “Die Wiedervereinigung Deutschlands – Ein weltpolitisches Machtspiel”, p.173
19 Gorbachev explained his situation to the German chancellor Kohl. In: Ibid, p.376; Quote translated from 

German by myself.
20 Ibid, p.173, in Britain only 45% supported a German unification.
21 In Ibid, p.204 Tschernajew explains that, because of the inner-political crisis, the unification played only 

an minor part within the debate.  Also Oxley,  “Russia 1855-1991 – From Tsars to Commissars”,  p.287 
stresses the impact of the tensions within the USSR relating the Baltic republics as “the most serious threat 
to the Russian integrity”.

22 Oxley, “Russia 1855-1991 – From Tsars to Commissars”, p.287
23 Freeze, “Russia – A History”, p.408
24 According to Ibid,  p.411, the Leading figures were Vladimir Kriuchkov, the KGB chief and Gennadii 

Ianaev, the Vice President.
25 Oxley, “Russia 1855-1991 – From Tsars to Commissars”, p.293
26 Freeze (ed.), “Russia – A History”, p.413
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C) Evaluation of sources 

i. Die Wiedervereinigung Deutschlands – ein Weltpolitisches Machtspiel

“Die Wiedervereinigung Deutschlands – Ein Weltpolitisches Machtspiel”27 is a collection of various 
commented  sources,  referring  to  the  process  of  the  German  Unification.  The  Sources  include 
interviews, memoirs of the involved and documents of the DDR and BRD. Additionally the author, 
Alexander von Plato, was one of the first to access back notes from translators and note takers of 
the meetings of the Politburo in the Gorbachev archive. This has a great value to assess Gorbachev's 
role within the negotiations of the German unification and also other aspects of his foreign policy. 
The  documents  can  be  compared  easily  and  it  is  possible  to  assess  the  different  views  of  the 
involved.

However, the sources are often shortened and incomplete, on the one hand because von Plato was 
only allowed to publish quotes from the Russian notes, on the other hand because he compares and 
analyses different statements. Hence one is dependent on the editing of von Plato. However, his 
comments are very useful to subsume the quotes and background information and hence assess 
their value. They are also relatively balanced and critical. 

Von Plato (PhD.) is founder and leader of the “Institut für Geschichte und Biographie”28 of the 
Fernuniversität  Hagen.  His  main  emphasis  lies  on  Nazi  and  Postwar  Germany as  well  as  oral 
history.29

ii. Russia – A History 

“Russia – A History” goes in a completely other direction. Instead of offering information en masse  
on a specific topic within a short period of time, it gives a more general overview on the whole 
Russian History. Therefore only a relatively short part of it covers the era of Gorbachev and the 
downfall of the USSR. However, as it is still in detail, it is very useful to analyse the Gorbachev era 
in context of the Soviet history. 

As the book is a summarise about Russia's  history, it contains only a few primary sources.  The 
authors of the two used chapters, Martin McCauley (University of London) and Gregory L. Freeze 
(Brandeis University, Massachusetts) are both influenced by the western views on the events in 
Russia. 

(Words: 335)

27 The title could be translated to “The Unification of Germany – world political struggle for Power”
28 Institute of History and Biography
29 Biographical Information retrieved from: 

http://www.fernuni-hagen.de/INST-GESCHUBIOG/mitarbeiter/vonplato.shtml
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D) Analysis
Gorbachev  had the  choice:  Either  continuing  the  course  of  his  predecessors  and  suppress  any 
resistance like Chinese government at the Tian'anmen place in 198730 or to implement democratic 
reforms and try to renew country and party. He decided for the latter, but was not able to stabilise 
the Soviet economy and because of resistance within the party.

With the help of Glasnost he wanted to force his opponents to follow him, but he might did not 
foresee that open debate and criticism would lead to a questioning of the communist system itself.31 
As the real situation of the USSR became openly public and criticism was possible the Soviet people 
realised in what worse situation the USSR actually was in. 

Some Communists still argue that the governing style of his predecessors was right and Gorbachev's 
policies were a betrayal  of  the communist  system, but how do they explain that  the economy 
showed signs of a near collapse already in the late seventies?32 The failures that led to the decline 
were sewed long before Gorbachev's period. Many of them, like the command economy and the 
leading role of the party can be tracked back to Stalin and Lenin's rule. The economy was unable to 
fulfil  people's  needs  and  was  far  to  slow  to  go  with  the  demand.  Also  the  heavy  subsidises 
weakened the state budget. The problem was that the industrial growth was far too forced and not 
right implemented.  Also before Glasnost  the political system allowed almost no criticism, and 
defects were usually covered up instead of  being solved.

Hence others argue that he should have adapted far more radical reforms. But those don't take the 
resistance of the party into account: In the period of 1989-1990 three government reports advised 
radical reforms towards a market economy. Though largely accepted by Gorbachev, they failed 
largely  at  the  resistance  of  the  party.33 To  avoid  this  situation  Yakovlev  secretly  proposed  to 
Gorbachev  in  1990  a  “Coup  d'État”  to  gain  the  power  needed  to  reform  the  country,34 but 
Gorbachev rejected. His belief in the party was far too strong, to take such measures. Nevertheless, 
this coup, though high risky and controversial, would may have provided the chance to modernise 
the USSR. In Tschernajew's opinion, this was “Gorbachev's biggest mistake”. 

However,  there is  room for  more criticism:  Although he lead a policy of  non-intervention he 
replaced the First Secretary of Kazakhstan to replace him with a Russian in 198635 and when the 
Baltic republics declared independence he sent – against his policy of non-intervention – armed 
forces.36 This sapped the confidence of the Republics.

Beside all criticism his reforms helped to modernise the Republics and minimised bloodshed at the 
final collapse.

(Word: 443)

30 en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_People's_Republic_of_China_(2/4)
31 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perestroika
32 Nikolaus Katzer in Homberg, Pötzsch, Schüller,  “Informationen zur politischen Bildung”, No 3/1992 – 

“Die Sowjetunion 1953-1991”, p.27
33 Oxley “Russia 1855-1991 – From Tsars to Commissars”, p.286
34 Tschernajew quotes Yakovlev from his diary. In: von Plato, “Die Wiedervereinigung Deutschlands – Ein  

weltpolitisches Machtspiel”, p.204-206
35 Oxley “Russia 1855-1991 – From Tsars to Commissars”, p.287
36 Oxley “Russia 1855-1991 – From Tsars to Commissars”, p.289
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E) Conclusion 
Gorabchev's reforms far too liberal and western for the weak communist system. Especially the 
Glasnost  enabled  resistance  movements  to  develop  and  organise.  Together  with  his  failure  to 
stabilise the economy, this was Gorbachev's part on the collapse of the Soviet Union.

However, Gorbachev's responsibility for the collapse is only limited. – the main causes lie at his 
predecessors inability to develop a working system. When Gorbachev took over, it was too late for 
far reaching reforms. It is also unclear whether a “Tian-nanmen-like” solution would really have 
saved the USSR. The USSR was far less homogeneous than China was. In that case he could solely 
be blamed for speeding up the decay of the Soviet Union. 

But, despite all criticism, one must agree that he saved the East block countries from another period 
of terror and also contributed to the world situation by ending the Cold War.

(Words: 148)
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