
The Fall of Communism 



Gorbachev Ushers In a Revolutionary 
Era 

• After the death of 
Brezhnev, the Politburo 
struggled to remain in 
control of the USSR 
– Elected the youthful 

Mikhail Gorbachev as 
General Secretary 

• Gorbachev established 
glasnost in 1985 
– Policy of openness that 

ushered in a new age of 
revolution and reform 



Gorbachev…why reform? 

• “The practical actions of the Party and state agencies 
lag behind the demands of the times and of life 
itself…Problems grow faster than they are solved. 
Sluggishness, ossification in the forms, and methods of 
management decrease the dynamism of 
work…Stagnation begins to show up in the life of 
society.” 
 

• “We cannot go on living like this.” 
 

• Goal: Maintain the Soviet Union’s idealist goal of social 
equality through adaptation! 



Causes of Gorbachev’s Reforms 

• Educated during the 
Khrushchev era 

• Party promoted apathy, but 
in reality, people were more 
critical 

• Rigid central planning  
Lack of technological 
development 

• Growing costs of a failing 
effort in Afghanistan 
 

• But most importantly, a 
declining standard of 
living!!!! 



Economic and Political Reform 
• Perestroika 

– Restructured the economy 
to make it more efficient 
and productive 

– Provided for limited free 
enterprise 

• Glasnost 
– Encouraged citizens and 

officials to openly discuss 
the strengths and 
weaknesses of the USSR 

– Censorship was relaxed and 
a renaissance of 
intellectual activity took 
place 



Political Reform Continued 

• Democratization 
– Creation of a new Soviet 

parliament, the Congress of 
People’s Deputies 

– People finally got to vote for 
whomever they wanted – not 
the communist party’s choice 

– New office of president 
separated the state from the 
communist party 

• Return to Detente 
– With Reagan, he signed the INF 

in 1987 to ban certain nuclear 
weapons 

– Withdrew Soviet troops from 
Afghanistan in 1989 

– Most importantly, he rejected 
the use of the Brezhnev 
Doctrine!!!!! 

 



Reform revives Nationalism!!!! 

• Nationalism and calls for 
religious freedom spread 
across the USSR 
– 1990 – Lithuania became 

the first to declare 
independence 

– Gorbachev used economic 
sanctions, but would not 
violently repress the 
Lithuanians! 

• Gorbachev’s perceived 
weakness led the people 
to elect his rival, Boris 
Yeltsin, as President of the 
Russian Republic in 1991 



The August Coup 

• Old-style Communists 
were afraid of these new 
changes 

• August 18, 1991 
– They demanded 

Gorbachev’s resignation 
– They ordered the army to 

march on Moscow 

• August 20, 1991 
– Yeltsin takes a stand 

against the Communists 
– When ordered to attack, 

the army refused! 
– The people had defeated 

the party! 



The Fall of the Soviet Union 

• August 21, 1991 
– Army withdraws from 

Moscow and Gorbachev 
returns to resign from the 
party 

• Several republics began 
declaring independence 
– Gorbachev pleaded for unity, 

but… 
– By December, all 15 had 

become independent! 

• CIS 
– Loose federation of former 

Soviet states 
– It’s formation marked the 

death of the USSR 



Changes in Eastern Europe 



Revolutions of 1989 

• Poland 
– Economic collapse led to 

legalization of Solidarity 
and call for new elections 

– Solidarity won, and began 
reversing communist 
policies 

• Czechoslovakia 
– “Velvet Revolution” led by 

Vaclav Havel 

– Communist gov’t just gave 
up! 

– Ethnic tensions solved 
through split in 1993! 



Revolutions of 1989 
• Romania 

– Dictator Nicolae Ceausescu 
tried to use violent 
repression 

– The army turned on him! 
– He was executed on 

December 25, 1989 

• Hungary 
– Due to economic crisis, 

promised to hold free 
elections in March 1990 

– To gain popular support, 
Communists immediately 
opened border with Austria 

– However, they still lost, and 
a democratic republic was 
born! 

 



Reagan’s Famous Berlin Speech - 1987 





Revolution in East Germany 

• East Germans began to emigrate 
through Hungary and Austria to 
the West 
– In response, the borders were 

completely shut down! 

• October 1989 
– Protests broke out all over East 

Germany 

• November 9, 1989 
– New leaders decide to open East 

Germany to the world! 
– The Berlin Wall was dismantled in a 

public celebration of freedom! 

• Free elections were held in March 
1990…the Christian Democrats 
were victorious! 
– This paved the way for the 

reunification of the two Germanys 

 
 



Reunification of Germany 
• Over half of East Germany’s 

population fled to West Germany 
• July 1990 – Official unification of 

two economies 
– Even exchange of East German 

currency for the Deutsche Mark 

• July 1990 – Peace made with 
Mikhail Gorbachev 
– Soviet security ensured when 

Germany agreed not to develop 
nuclear weapons 

• October 1990 – East Germany 
politically dissolved into West 
Germany 

• November 1990 – Paris Accord 
– New Germany was internationally 

recognized 
– The Cold War had essentially come 

to an end! 



The Breakup of Yugoslavia 

• Yugoslavia was 
composed of 8 major 
ethnic groups 
– After WWII, it became a 

federation of six 
republics 

• After Tito’s death in 
1980, Slobodan 
Milosevic took power, 
but he was not very 
popular among Serbians 



The Breakup of Yugoslavia 
• Beginning in 1991, the 

republics begin to 
declare independence 
– First, Slovenia and Croatia, 

who successfully resisted 
invasion of Yugoslav army 

• In early 1992, Bosnia 
declared independence 
– However, Bosnian Serbs 

opposed this and started 
a war against the new 
government 



The Bosnian War 

• With support of Yugoslavia, 
Serbians fought for control 
of Bosnia 

• Croatia supported the 
Bosnian Croats and Muslims 
who fought to remain 
independent 

• Finally, NATO intervened on 
the side of the Bosnians in 
1995, ending the conflict 

• Legacy: Most devastating 
conflict in Europe since 
WWII! 

 



The Bosnian Genocide 

• Through ethnic 
cleansing, Serbs sought 
to rid Bosnia of the 
Muslim majority 

• In 2007, an ICJ 
determined that Serbs 
committed genocide in 
1995 at Srebrenica 
– More than 8,000 Bosnian 

Muslims were 
slaughtered by Serbian 
military forces 

 



Rebellion in Kosovo 
• In 1998, ethnic Albanians in 

the Kosovo region of 
Yugoslavia demanded 
independence 

• Yugoslav army moved into the 
region and committed heinous 
atrocities 
– Forced over 1 million Albanians 

to leave Kosovo 

• In response, NATO bombed 
Yugoslavia in 1999 
– Yugoslavia finally withdrew 

from Kosovo 
– Yugoslav leaders put on trial for 

war crimes and crimes against 
humanity 

• In 2008, Kosovo declared 
independence, but Serbia has 
yet to provide recognition! 


