
Dissolution Of The Soviet Union 1

Dissolution Of The Soviet Union

Dissolution Of The Soviet Union
Downloaded from everybodystreet.com

by Virginia & Abbigail

THE COLLAPSE OF A SUPERPOWER: UNDERSTANDING
THE DISSOLUTION OF THE SOVIET UNION

The Dissolution of the Soviet Union on December 26, 1991, was
not merely the end of a political entity; it was one of the most
profound geopolitical earthquakes of the twentieth century. Over
the course of a few dramatic years, a nuclear superpower that
had  spanned  eleven  time  zones  and  stood  as  a  global
counterweight to the United States simply ceased to exist. For
students  of  history,  political  scientists,  and  casual  observers
alike,  understanding  the  Dissolution  of  the  Soviet  Union  is
essential for grasping the shape of the modern world, from the
rise of new nations in Eastern Europe and Central Asia to the
tensions  that  define  contemporary  international  relations.  This
article explores the deep-rooted causes, the pivotal events, the
key personalities,  and the lasting consequences of this world-
historical transformation.

The Historical Context: A
System Under Strain
To  comprehend  why  the  Soviet  Union  fell  apart,  one  must  first
understand the structural weaknesses that had been present for
decades. The USSR, founded in 1922, was a federation of 15
republics, each theoretically possessing the right to secede. In
practice, however, it  was a highly centralized, one-party state
ruled from the Kremlin in Moscow. By the 1980s, the system was
showing clear signs of decay. The command economy, which had
been effective for rapid industrialization in the 1930s and 1940s,
had  become  a  labyrinth  of  inefficiency,  waste,  and  chronic
shortages.  The  standard  of  living  for  ordinary  citizens  had
stagnated,  and  the  technological  gap  with  the  West  was
widening, particularly in computing and consumer goods.
The  Soviet  Union's  costly  involvement  in  the  Afghan  War
(1979-1989) drained national resources and morale, much as the
Vietnam  War  had  affected  the  United  States.  Furthermore,  the
state's  ideological  legitimacy  was  eroding.  The  promise  of
communism had been replaced by cynicism, corruption, and a
pervasive black market. The generation that came of age in the
1980s had no memory of the Great Patriotic War (World War II)
and was more exposed to Western culture, music, and ideas than
any previous cohort. This created a growing dissonance between
the official narrative of a thriving socialist paradise and the daily
reality of empty shelves and political repression.

The Catalysts: Glasnost,
Perestroika, and the
Unraveling of Control
The immediate catalysts for the Dissolution of the Soviet Union
can be traced to the policies of Mikhail Gorbachev, who became
General Secretary of the Communist Party in 1985. Gorbachev
recognized that  the  system was in  crisis  and introduced two

landmark  reforms.  Perestroika  (restructuring)  aimed  to
decentralize  economic  decision-making  and  introduce  limited
market  mechanisms.  Glasnost  (openness)  relaxed  state
censorship and allowed for unprecedented public discussion of
political and social problems.
While Gorbachev's intentions were to reform and strengthen the
socialist  system,  the  effects  were  unintended and revolutionary.
Glasnost released decades of pent-up criticism and revealed the
full extent of the state's failures, including the scale of repression
under Stalin and the environmental catastrophe of the Chernobyl
disaster in 1986. Once the lid was off, it could not be put back on.
Perestroika, meanwhile, created confusion and economic chaos
without  delivering  the  benefits  of  a  full  market  economy.  State
enterprises lost their guaranteed orders, and old supply chains
collapsed faster than new ones could be built.
Most  critically,  Gorbachev's  decision  to  end  the  Brezhnev
Doctrine — the policy that Moscow would intervene militarily to
keep its satellite states in line — signaled that the empire was no
longer  willing  to  use  force  to  maintain  control.  This  directly
enabled the Revolutions of 1989, when one by one, the Eastern
Bloc nations of Poland, Hungary, East Germany, Czechoslovakia,
Bulgaria, and Romania overthrew their communist governments.
The most iconic moment came in November 1989 with the fall of
the  Berlin  Wall.  As  the  Iron  Curtain  crumbled,  the  question
inevitably turned inward: if the Soviet Union would not enforce
communism in its satellites, why should it enforce it in its own
constituent republics?

The Rise of Nationalism and
the "Parade of
Sovereignties"
One of the most powerful forces driving the Dissolution of the
Soviet  Union  was  resurgent  nationalism.  The  USSR  was  a
multinational  state,  and  the  central  government  had  long
suppressed  national  identities  in  favor  of  a  unified  "Soviet
people." However, as Gorbachev loosened controls, suppressed
histories and grievances began to surface.
The Baltic republics — Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia — were the
first  to  push  for  independence.  They  had  been  forcibly  annexed
by Stalin in 1940, and many of their citizens still remembered
sovereignty. In 1988 and 1989, massive popular movements like
Sąjūdis  in  Lithuania  emerged,  demanding  the  restoration  of
independence.  Other  republics  followed  suit.  The  "Parade  of
Sovereignties" saw republics like Ukraine, Georgia, and Armenia
declaring their laws superior to those of the USSR, and eventually
asserting their right to secession.
The  situation  was  deeply  complicated  by  ethnic  conflicts  within
and  between  republics,  such  as  the  Nagorno-Karabakh  war
between Armenia and Azerbaijan, which the central government
proved unable to manage. The failure of the federal government
to address these crises further delegitimized it in the eyes of both
the republics and the Soviet public.
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The Key Figures:
Gorbachev, Yeltsin, and the

Clash of Visions
No account of the Dissolution of the Soviet Union is complete
without examining the personalities involved. Mikhail Gorbachev
sought to reform the system from within, preserving the Union in
some form. He was a man of genuine vision and courage, but he
was politically agile only when moving in one direction: further
reform.  His  opponent  was  Boris  Yeltsin,  a  former  Communist
Party  official  who  had  broken  with  Gorbachev  and  become  a
radical  democrat.
Yeltsin resigned from the Communist Party in 1990 and later that
year was elected chairman of the Supreme Soviet of the Russian
Federation, the largest republic. From this platform, he emerged
as the champion of  Russian sovereignty  and economic  shock
therapy.  Yeltsin  skillfully  leveraged  the  democratic  and
nationalist  sentiments  against  Gorbachev's  increasingly
discredited centrist position. In June 1991, Yeltsin was directly
elected President of Russia in a landslide victory, giving him a
powerful popular mandate that Gorbachev, who had never faced
a direct popular election, could not match.
The two men represented competing visions: Gorbachev wanted
a "renewed federation" with a strong center, while Yeltsin and
many republican leaders wanted radical decentralization or full
independence.  The  rivalry  between  them  was  personal  and
political,  and  it  accelerated  the  collapse  of  the  central  state
apparatus.

The August Coup: The Point
of No Return
The  event  that  made  the  Dissolution  of  the  Soviet  Union
inevitable was the August Coup of 1991. Hardline members of the
Communist Party, the KGB, and the military attempted to seize
power from Gorbachev while he was on vacation in Crimea. They
formed the State Committee on the State of Emergency (GKChP)
and placed Gorbachev under house arrest, hoping to overturn the
new union treaty  that  would  have devolved significant  power  to
the republics.
The coup failed spectacularly, largely due to the resistance led by
Boris Yeltsin. In a now-iconic image, Yeltsin stood atop a tank
outside the Russian White House in Moscow, rallying the public
and military against the coup leaders. The coup collapsed within
three days, but its consequences were devastating for the Soviet
Union.  Gorbachev  returned  to  power,  but  his  authority  was
shattered. The Communist Party had been exposed as a tool of
the coup, and Yeltsin moved quickly to ban its activities and seize
its assets.
Most importantly, the coup made clear to the republics that the
central  government  was  both  hostile  to  their  interests  and
fundamentally weak. Between August and December 1991, one
republic  after  another  declared  independence.  Ukraine,  the
second-most populous republic, held a referendum on December
1, 1991, in which over 90% of voters supported independence.
This  was  a  death  blow.  Without  Ukraine,  a  Union  made  no
economic or political sense.

The Final Act: The
Belovezha Accords and the
Alma-Ata Protocol
The formal end came on December 8, 1991, when the leaders of
Russia,  Ukraine,  and  Belarus  —  Yeltsin,  Kravchuk,  and
Shushkevich — met in a secret hunting lodge in the Belovezha
Forest. They signed the Belovezha Accords, which declared that
"the USSR as a subject of international law and a geopolitical
reality  is  ceasing  its  existence."  They  established  the
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) in its place, a loose
association of sovereign republics.
Gorbachev  was  effectively  presented  with  a  fait  accompli.  He
attempted to rally support for a more formal union, but there was
no appetite left  for  it.  On December 21,  1991,  eleven of  the
twelve remaining republics (all  but Georgia)  met in Alma-Ata,
Kazakhstan,  to  sign  the  Alma-Ata  Protocol,  formally  confirming
the dissolution and admitting the new states to the international
community.
On December 25, 1991, Mikhail Gorbachev resigned as President
of the USSR. In a televised address, he acknowledged that the old
system had been "reformed out of existence" and that the course
of change had been "historically inevitable." That same evening,
the red hammer-and-sickle flag was lowered over the Kremlin for
the last time, and the Russian tricolor was raised in its place. The
Soviet Union had officially ceased to exist.

Immediate Aftermath: A
World Changed Overnight
The immediate consequences of  the Dissolution of  the Soviet
Union were staggering. Fifteen new independent states appeared
on the world map, each facing the monumental task of building
state  institutions,  economies,  and  national  identities  from
scratch.  For  the  people  of  the  region,  the  transition  was
traumatic.  The  1990s  were  a  decade  of  hyperinflation,  poverty,
unemployment,  and  societal  breakdown.  In  Russia,  economic
shock therapy led to the rise of a new class of oligarchs while
millions of ordinary citizens saw their life savings wiped out.
Geopolitically, the end of the Cold War was confirmed. The United
States emerged as the world's sole superpower, and the liberal
democratic order seemed, for a time, to be the only viable model
of governance. The Cold War stood revealed not as a perpetual
rivalry  between  two  systems,  but  as  a  forty-five-year  crisis  that
had effectively ended with the collapse of one of its parties. The
Cold  War  standoff  drew  to  a  close,  leaving  the  United  States  to
navigate the responsibilities and temptations of unipolarity.
The collapse also had profound implications for nuclear security.
Suddenly,  thousands of  nuclear  warheads were spread across
newly sovereign states. The international community, led by the
United  States,  worked  through  the  Nunn-Lugar  Cooperative
Threat  Reduction  program  to  secure  and  consolidate  these
weapons, ultimately returning all tactical and strategic nuclear
weapons from Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan to Russia.
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The Long Shadow: Legacies
of the Dissolution
The legacy of the Dissolution of the Soviet Union is still unfolding
today.  Many  of  the  successor  states  have  struggled  with
authoritarianism, corruption, and hybrid regimes. Russia under
Vladimir Putin has sought to reclaim some of the lost status and
influence,  viewing  the  collapse  as  a  "geopolitical  catastrophe."
This  has  led  to  conflicts  such  as  the  war  in  Georgia  (2008),  the
annexation  of  Crimea  (2014),  and  the  full-scale  invasion  of
Ukraine  (2022).  The  borders  drawn  in  the  early  1990s  are
contested, and the ethnic Russian minorities left outside Russia
remain a flashpoint.
In the former Soviet republics, the memory of the USSR is deeply
ambivalent. For some, it represents a lost era of stability, social
welfare,  and superpower status.  For  others,  it  is  a  symbol  of
oppression and Russification. The newly independent states have

had to forge their own paths, with the Baltic states integrating
into NATO and the European Union, while others have remained
in Russia's orbit through the CSTO and the Eurasian Economic
Union.
For historians, the Dissolution of the Soviet Union remains a case
study  in  how  great  powers  can  disintegrate  from  within.  It
demonstrates that economic stagnation, ideological exhaustion,
nationalism, and the loss of legitimacy can bring down even the
most seemingly monolithic regime. It also serves as a cautionary
tale  about  the  unintended  consequences  of  reform  and  the
dangers of attempting to manage a multi-ethnic empire in an age
of national self-determination.

Conclusion
The Dissolution of the Soviet Union was not the result of a single
event but a cascade of failures, reforms, and political struggles. It
was  driven  by  a  leader  who  sought  to  save  the  system by
changing it, national movements that seized the opportunity to
reclaim independence, and a coup that destroyed the last


