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Chapter 21 – Section 1

Decline of the Soviet Union


Narrator: The Soviet Union, the world’s first communist state was consigned to the pages of history, one of the great forces of the twentieth century disintegrated. In the west, it seemed extraordinary. President Gorbachev was the man who had transformed the course of history. He had carried out a revolution ending the cold war and totalitarian control, he had changed the world. But in August 1991, the world held its breath as tanks rolled onto the streets of Moscow in what seemed to be an old fashioned military coup. It appeared that Gorbachev and his reforms were being cast aside by a group of communist hardliners. They had rebelled against him holding the president a virtual prisoner over a new union treaty which they believed would tear the country apart, but their actions were to destroy the union they were trying to save. In a whirlwind week of change, the Soviet Union was split apart. The communist party was banned and 74 years of power was swept away. By banning the communist party in Russia, Yeltsin had made it powerless across the union overnight. Gorbachev was no longer prepared to fight for communism anymore. Within 24 hours he would take the momentous decision to resign as head of the communist party and recommend that the party disband itself. Communist control was over. It was an historic moment, like the voluntary winding up of a religion an abdication of something with which the people had grown old for all of their lives. Gorbachev had hoped to reform communism to rescue the system and drag it into the modern world, now the dream lay in ruins, the empire in the process of dissolution, the very thing that the emergency committee had tried to prevent had happened. In just seven days, 74 years of communist power had crumbled, within months most of the Soviet Republics would declare their independence. On Christmas day, the red flag was lowered over the Kremlin for the last time. The USSR was consigned to history.
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