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Before the democracy promotion efforts of Iraq or Afghanistan in the early 21st century, there was the 
Soviet Union in the late 20th century. For much longer, and with much greater capacity than Saddam 

Hussein's regime or the Taliban, the Soviet regime threatened the United States. The destruction of the 
Soviet regime and the construction of a pro-Western, democratic regime in its place, therefore, was a 
major objective of American foreign policy. Some presidents pursued this goal more vigorously than 
others: Nixon cared less, Reagan rather more. Yet, even during the height of Nixonian realism, Senator 
Jackson and Congressman Vanik made sure that the human rights of Soviet citizens were not ignored. 
Containment of Soviet power always remained a primary objective of U.S. policy, but democratic change 
inside the USSR survived as a hope, if not a policy goal for most of this period. Some administrations 
even devoted real resources and strategic thinking to the issue. Perhaps most boldly, President Reagan 
launched his strategic defense initiative in part to push the Soviet regime into bankruptcy. Almost 
twentyfive years after Mikhail Gorbachev became General Secretary of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union, and quickly began the process of political change within the USSR, it is still not at all clear 
that Russia will consolidate as a democracy. It did, however, successfully transit from Soviet-style 
autocracy and so we count it among the transitional "success" cases for the purposes of this project. 

To date, however, the influence of the United States in fostering regime change inside the Soviet Union 
and then Russia has been relatively limited. The US played at best only an indirect role in facilitating the 
collapse of the Soviet system. Indeed, in the final months immediately prior to the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union in December 1991, then President George H.W. Bush may have actually done more to 
preserve the old system than to destroy it. During the second phase of the Soviet/Russian transition 
between 1991 and 1993, when the basic institutional framework of the new political system was 
created, Americans did provide information about the various options available to Russian policy 
makers, but offered really only limited guidance about what choices to make regarding institutional 
design. Russians made these decisions based on immediate political interests, and not with reference to 
the long-term viability of Russian democratic consolidation. After the transitional phase of institutional 
design, American actors helped keep afloat important participants in the democratic process, such as 
political parties, trade unions, and civic groups, but these efforts at fostering an organized and 
democratic society within Russia likewise were not sufficient to withstand or impede later autocratic 
rollbacks by both President Yeltsin and later President Putin. 

At certain moments regarding specific issues, the United States government and various American 
nongovernmental actors (many of which were in fact funded by the United States government) have 
been able to nudge the course of Soviet and later Russian democratization in a positive way. At critical 
moments, senior American government officials were able to engage directly with Russian elites to help 
prevent autocratic moves or reverse a few seemingly authoritarian decisions. At key moments, in the 
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design of Russia's political institutions, American organizations provided information about Western 
experiences with different electoral laws, legal practices or federalism, which provided Russian officials 
with templates upon which to base some of their policy decisions. More generally, and very difficult to 
quantify precisely, America's greatest contribution to the initial transition to democracy within Russia 
was primarily in the realm of ideas as opposed to huge amounts of financial aid aimed specifically at 
democracy promotion. Yet despite some episodic successes, what is more striking are the setbacks or 
missed opportunities. Although the United States is the most powerful hegemony in recent history, the 
U.S. government was relatively ineffective, weak, and generally unable (although partially unwilling) to 
foster democratic transition in the Soviet Union and then Russia. The primary source of transition from 
communism came from within the Soviet Union, not from without. 

Defining the Point of Transitional "Success" 

Although the date of the collapse of the Soviet Union — December 25, 1991 — is clear, it is less clear 
that this should be the date from which we define the end of Russia's successful transition to at least a 
modest form of democracy. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, in 1991, Russia under President 
Boris Yeltsin became the clear international successor state of the former empire. It assumed its own 
seat at the United Nations shortly thereafter, as did the new states that came out of the 14 other 
republics that had composed the Soviet Union. Despite the unequivocal demise of the Soviet state by 
the end of 1991 and the formal emergence of Russia as a state internationally, however, the transitional 
struggle did not end quickly. Hot debate over the nature of the political system continued between the 
President of Russia, Boris Yeltsin, elected to this newly created position in June of 1991, and the Russian 
Congress of People's Deputies that had been elected in 1990. This debate erupted into violence in 
October of 1993 when Yeltsin used force to evict renegade parliamentarians who had refused to follow 
his decree to disband and hold new elections and a referendum for a new constitution that would 
redefine executive-legislative relations.(A reasonable argument, however, also could be made for 
December 1995 being a more solid point of transition when more free and fair elections were held for 
the Russian parliament given that the Dumas elections of 1993 took place in the wake of the violence of 
the fall of 1993.) 

We therefore define Russia's successful transition as occurring in two steps. The first step ended on 
December 25, 1991 and the lowering of the Soviet hammer and sickle flag over the Kremlin and its 
immediate replacement with the Russian tri-color flag. The second, more definitive step, however, took 
place following the acceptance of the constitution of 1993 that established completely new democratic 
political institutions for the country. Although under President Putin the parliament became largely a 
rubber stamp and he took full advantage of the powers granted to the president in the 1993 constitution, 
until December 2008 no significant changes were made to Russia's basic formal institutional framework, 
and it is for this reason that we take December 1993 as the end of the transition from communism. That 
Russia has thus far failed to consolidate its democracy is clear, but beyond the scope of this paper, and 
we focus here on the internal and external factors by which the initial transition occurred in December 
1991 and then the second stage in December 1993. 

Domestic Causes of Transitional Breakthrough in 1991 

As Valerie Bunce has noted, "the collapse of communism was both abrupt and long in the making.' 
Retrospectively, the internal causes of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the initial breakthrough of 
democracy were in a sense over-determined yet paradoxically far from inevitable. Long term structural 
factors clearly played a key role in precipitating the collapse, while the short term factors described in 
the next subsection of this paper provided the spark. Although the sophisticated planning system that 
was able to modernize a predominantly peasant agricultural economy in the 1920's and 30's was well 
suited to huge developmental projects, it proved unreliable and unwieldy by the 1980s. The power of 
ideology also waned in the declining years of the Soviet system. Finally, the Communist Party itself had 
become a bloated bureaucracy by the mid 1980's and Brezhnev's death — a far cry from the 
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revolutionary party Vladimir Lenin had envisioned in 1917. The fallacy of the constitutional position of 
the party as "the leading and guiding force of Soviet life the nucleus of its political system, of all state 
organs and public organs," was increasingly in question by the time Gorbachev acceded to power as the 
last General Secretary in 1985. Indeed, his plan under perestroika was to reconstruct the party and the 
Soviet political system around it. Successive leaders tried to make changes to the system before 
Gorbachev initiated perestroika in 1985. Nikita Khrushchev, Stalin's immediate successor, was the first 
in a line of Soviet reformers. His bifurcation of the Communist Party, sovnarkhoz, and limited political 
and cultural thaws were all undone, however, by Leonid Brezhnev when he assumed leadership 
following Khrushchev's ouster in the early 1960's. Under Brezhnev's long reign, the system stagnated. 
The large developmental projects that had benefited in many ways from the extreme centralization of 
the party and command economy were largely completed under Stalin. A backward, agrarian country 
had been rapidly industrialized (even over-industrialized); adult literacy was raised to 98%; the Soviet 
Union was challenging American hegemony not just on earth, but in space by the 1960's. In contrast, by 
the 1970's and early 1980's, the system began to decline. First, there was a growing crisis of regime 
legitimacy within Soviet society. As Moshe Lewin has argued, "The country went through a social 
revolution as Brezhnev slept." provided cradle to grave services and guaranteed employment — was 
gradually failing. The adage among Soviet citizens, "we pretend to work, while you pretend to pay us," 
gained increased currency through the 1970s. Increasingly, a chasm opened between the promises the 
regime made in its propagandistic claims regarding the superiority of the socialist way of life, and the 
regime's growing inability to deliver on its outsized promises. Social services, while free, were of poor 
quality. The growing insufficiencies of a planning system not designed for a complex modern economy 
meant that increasingly, consumer goods were in high demand, yet short supply. Moreover, citizens' 
expectations were much greater than the regime's ability to come through on its promises. 

Timothy Colton noted in 1986, "Studies of Soviet buying habits observe that citizens now feel entitled to 
more and better goods than in the past and that, 'the demands of people have significantly grown, and 
industry trails along behind them.' Second, and related, as Gorbachev assumed the office of General 
Secretary of the Communist Party in March 1985, the Soviet economic system was badly in need of 
reform. Despite Khrushchev's boasts in 1961 that the Soviet economy would surpass the GNP per capita 
of the US within twenty years, in 1980 in reality it was only about one third of that of the US.5 In the 
1970's annual growth dipped to below about 3% on average, but by 1985 had declined further to 1.6%. 
This steady decline in growth rates was driven by declines in production outputs in previously stellar 
industries like coal and steel. Further, oil production was also sliding by the mid-1980 and agricultural 
production was "anemic" by 1982, purportedly dipping below plan levels. There were multiple causes of 
the weakness of the Soviet economy by the mid 1980's. Dropping rates of worker productivity were 
certainly part of the story. Absenteeism was a growing problem, in part driven by alcoholism that had 
grown so rampant that it was deemed worthy of note in the 1985 Party Congress by Gorbachev himself. 
But time spent in long lines attempting to purchase scarce goods was inefficiency created by a faltering 
planning system and that also helped to drive absenteeism. 

With very little for Soviet consumers to buy, savings rates were artificially high and this also may have 
depressed worker output — why bother to work hard or often when you have many months of savings 
stuffed in your mattress? Beyond this, an aging capital stock, and low investment rates also proved 
problematic in boosting Soviet production. Soviet firms were also not required to live within their earns, 
or to adjust production in response to demand for their products. There was also no hard budget 
constraint.8 Bureaucrats in Soviet ministries found inputs for production and markets for finished goods. 
If a manager needed more money or inputs to stay apace of the plan, money could be printed. It had 
little meaning or value in the system anyway. By the time of the Soviet collapse, inflation rates 
approached 100%. The Soviet Union also was not immune to some of the problems that affected the 
broader world economy — particularly in the 1970s when world oil prices declined. This economic 
slowdown, combined with the relentless pressure to fulfill ever-rising production plans, led to further 
economic inefficiencies. Enterprise managers would pad their reporting of production outputs. Colton 
reports that when the public prosecutor's office conducted a random accounting of enterprise 
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production in 1985 in three industrial ministries, it found inflated production numbers in 50-85% of the 
factories studied. Underreporting of production figures was also at times problematic as managers 
would horde and resell excess production output on the side. This type of behavior, often with the overt 
(for a fee) or at least tacit acceptance of bureaucrats who were supposed to oversee and stop this 
activity, and helped to fuel the growth of the black market (or shadow) economy and official corruption, 
further dragging down economic performance. 

Third, negative demographic trends also fueled economic problems. Soviet population growth dropped 
about 50 percent between 1960 and 1980, causing a decline in the size of the work force and an increase 
in pensioners in need of state support. Death rates for both men and women were on the increase by 
the time Gorbachev came to power in the mid-1980. Colton reports that in 1960, life expectancy for 
Soviet men was 67 years, but declined by 1980 to 62 years. The same trend was visible in the same 
period for women whose life expectancy declined from 76 to 73 years. Certainly alcohol abuse and a 
lack of good healthcare fueled these problems. Overall standards of living were rapidly declining from 
the 1970's onward in comparison to OECD countries, especially in areas like housing (in chronic short 
supply) and education. These disturbing statistics may have in some ways also contributed to a fourth 
long term structural cause of the collapse of the Soviet Union growing restiveness among the many 
diverse nationalities that comprised the 15 republics of the Soviet Union. 

The annexation of the Baltics, for example, in the 1939 Soviet Nazi pact had always been viewed as 
illegitimate by Lithuanians, Latvians and Estonians, despite regime attempts assimilate the native 
populations to Soviet society and the resettlement of ethnic Russians in these republics. In 1972 there 
were public demonstrations against Soviet language policy in Lithuania and Georgia in 1978. In 1977 
there was a bomb blast on the Moscow subway masterminded by an Armenian secessionist group. 
Ethnic friction was also fueled by the noted preference of Russians over other ethnicities for plumb jobs 
(although at times Russians were disfavored in this way themselves in favor of indigenous candidates). 
All of this occurred at a time when non-Russian, non-European birthrates within the Soviet Union were 
increasing four times faster than those of the ethnic Russian majority. These then were the main 
contributing long-term structural problems with which Gorbachev had to deal when he announced his 
plan of reconstruction or perestroika in 1985. They were not, however, alone determinative causes of 
the ultimate collapse of the Soviet regime in December 1991. The system could have limped forward for 
an indefinite period had these factors not combined with short term precipitating factors that 
contributed to the downfall of the ancient regime. 

Although the Soviet system was clearly in structural decline, and had been for perhaps as long as two 
decades, as we argue above, its collapse was far from inevitable in December 1991. Indeed, writing in 
1986, Timothy Colton, an undisputed leader in the field of Soviet studies, wrote confidently in a 
comprehensive accounting of what was wrong with the Soviet system that, "As the post-Brezhnev era 
takes shape, the survival of the Soviet system is not in question, but the utility of many of its policies is." 
Only five years later, the Soviet Union collapsed spectacularly, but relatively peacefully. Despite 
occasional defensive claims to the contrary, Colton was of course far from alone in missing the proximity 
of the system's demise. Few, if any, Soviet specialists predicted the timing or the exact cocktail of 
problems that would bring about the system's ultimate downfall, although Colton, Alexander Dallin and 
several others certainly accurately diagnosed what ailed the Soviet system by the mid-1980s. Despite, 
then, the structural weaknesses, that had developed as the Soviet system matured documented in the 
section above, short term factors — and the role of agency in particular — tipped the system toward 
collapse between 1985 and the first stage of transition in December 1991. a. Role of agency — It is not 
unreasonable to ask whether the Soviet Union might have survived indefinitely, despite all of its 
problems, if not for the fateful decisions (or the indecisions) of Mikhail S. Gorbachev. Although 
Gorbachev certainly cannot bear sole responsibility for the sudden collapse of the system, his halting 
economic and social reforms certainly helped to contribute to the unanticipated collapse of the system. 
Mikhail S. Gorbachev was himself a product of this system. Born in the Stavropol region of Russia in 
1931, Gorbachev climbed the ranks of the Komsomol (Communist Youth League) and then the party 
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apparatus to become a provincial party secretary by the late 1970s. In his own autobiography and the 
various biographies and accounts of his life that have been published in the last 15 years, we know that 
he was greatly influenced by the period that he spent as a student in Moscow in the 1960s during 
Khrushchev's troubled, but at times, innovative rule. He became a political client of Brezhnev's 
immediate successor as General Secretary, Yuri Andropov and it was Andropov who first brought 
Gorbachev from Stavropol to Moscow to work on the enduring problem of Soviet agriculture. This 
enabled Gorbachev to take a few foreign trips, as well as to join the Politburo first as a candidate 
member, and later as a full member. 

Like Andropov, Gorbachev was aware of the failings of the Soviet planning system in particular, and 
knew the party needed rejuvenation. He did not, however, intend to bring the Soviet system down. 
Indeed, by his own admission, he was a committed communist, proclaiming proudly in 1989 even as he 
pursued modes democratization through the partially competitive election of the Soviet Congress of 
People's Deputies that, "l am a Communist, a convinced Communist! For some that may be a fantasy, 
but for me, it is my main goal." Although perhaps best remembered for his attempts to democratize the 
Soviet system through the introduction of partially free and fair parliamentary elections in 1989, and his 
policy of glasnost or openness which revolutionized the heretofore closed Soviet media, Gorbachev 
actually began perestroika by attacking the troubled Soviet economy. 

But his first foray into economic reform — the anti-alcohol campaign of 1985-1986 —proved to have 
disastrous social effects from which his reputation within the Soviet Union never fully recovered. The 
intention of the reform was to decrease the availability of alcohol in an effort to attack the rampant 
alcoholism that had become a plague on the Soviet workforce. The problem, however, in executing the 
policy would be indicative of a recurring theme during Gorbachev's rule — good intentions and 
unintended outcomes. The state's sudden decreased production of alcohol meant that there was 
decreased revenue to the state budget at the same time that Gorbachev was attempting to increase 
investment in key sectors of the Soviet economy. 

Further, the policy had the unintended effect of causing a sugar shortage as some enterprising citizens 
turned to the production of bootleg alcohol made in private apartment stills. This caused a further public 
health risk since there was no way of regulating the quality or safety of bootleg alcohol. In the end, 
Gorbachev was forced to retreat from the pol icy, but incurred the wrath of planners, bureaucrats and 
the general public in the interim. Gorbachev's other tentative economic reforms included the partial 
trade liberalization of 1986, the 1988 Law on Enterprises, and the 1988 Law on Cooperatives. Again, as 
with the anti-alcohol campaign, these were well-intentioned policies, but with negative, evidently 
unintended and unanticipated, outcomes. The Soviet Union was an autarkic state with little external 
trade beyond other communist countries. By partially liberalizing trade in 1986, Gorbachev enabled a 
select number of enterprises to engage in private foreign trade. Although this was intended to boost the 
level of Soviet exports, and resulting revenue, the result of this incomplete reform was to encourage 
favoritism and corruption of the process of selecting the enterprises that could participate in the 
program. Since it was also a relatively limited opportunity to open trade ties, it did little to boost the 
quickly declining gap. Similarly, the unclear policies on private property embodied in the laws on 
enterprises and cooperatives had other unintended consequences. They did little to create actual private 
property, but they had the evidently unanticipated effect of further disrupting the already faltering 
planning system. The result was that tight regulations of enterprise directors were loosened, the 
availability of certain goods declined rapidly (or at least, the legal sale of these goods declined) as some 
managers resold their products on the black market. Beyond the economy, Gorbachev also evidently 
unwittingly made fateful decisions that severely weakened the grip of the Communist Party on the 
economic and political system rather than strengthening it. His demokratizatsiya policy had been 
intended to rejuvenate the party by exposing it to forms of limited competition. In this regard, he was 
following in an old Bolshevik tradition of creative destruction — that is, the idea that stagnating elements 
should be purged, and that internal criticism was an important vehicle by which to keep the party 
responsive and healthy. But his decision to hold limited competition for elected positions to a new super 
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parliament —the Congress of People's Deputies — proved fateful. Rather than reestablishing the 
Communist power as the intellectual and political guiding force of the system, communist candidates 
repeatedly lost seats in open competition with either former party members or new challengers. In 
another fateful decision, Gorbachev himself opted not to stand for popular direct election to the new 
post of Soviet president that he had created for himself, nor did he participate in open competition for 
his own seat in the Congress of People's Deputies. Instead, he ran and was "elected" as a representative 
of the Communist Party in the portion of the CPD seats reserved for members of social organizations. 
When faced with a strong political challenger in the form of Boris Yeltsin, Gorbachev retreated to the 
right in the summer and fall of 1990, and then attempted to retreat to the left by the summer of 1991 
just as the ill-fated coup attempt by the GKChP took place on August 19 of that year. b. The Role of 
Agency — Boris Yeltsin Boris Yeltsin, whom Gorbachev brought into the Politburo as First Party secretary 
of the city of Moscow in order to help with reconstructing and rejuvenating the system grew increasingly 
impatient with the unsteady nature of Gorbachev's perestroika program. He formally broke with 
Gorbachev in his own "secret speech" in October 1987 at a Party plenum, where he criticized what he 
deemed to be the slow pace of perestroika, and what he saw as a growing cult of personality around 
Gorbachev himself. Although Gorbachev then tried to keep Yeltsin from politics forever, dismissing him 
from his posts in Moscow and the Politburo, he clearly underestimated his rival. 

Yeltsin reemerged in 1989 to run and win a seat in the Congress of People's Deputies of the Soviet Union 
and then in 1990 as leader of a democratic (noncommunist) faction in the newly created and 
competitively elected Russian Congress of People's Deputies. At about the same time, Gorbachev's 
foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze and longtime Politburo colleague, Alexander Yakovlev both 
formally broke with Gorbachev warning in December 1990 of the possibility of a coup attempt against 
him. Having lost the support of the democratic faction in the politburo, and surrounded by more 
conservative forces, Gorbachev tacked first toward the conservatives and showed himself by January 
1991 willing to use mild force in quelling the increasingly restive republics of the Soviet Union. In an 
incident known as Black Sunday, Gorbachev ordered or at least presided peacefully over the attack on 
unarmed protesters at a television station in Vilnius, Lithuania. Fourteen protesters were killed and 
another 500 1019 John Dunlop, wounded. Through the spring and summer of 1991, however, Gorbachev 
became increasingly isolated from conservative forces within the politburo (like Yigor Ligachev) that 
opposed his attempts to renegotiate the Union Treaty with the 15 constituent republics of the Union. 
(Independence declarations in the other republics had begun in March 1990 in Latvia and Lithuania, but 
other republics made the less ambitious claim of sovereignty beginning at about the same time. 
Following the August 1991 coup attempt against Gorbachev, Moldova, Estonia, Belarus, Azerbaijan, 
Armenia, and the Central Asian Republics gained independence. Russia and Ukraine declared 
independence in December 1991.)At the same time, Boris Yeltsin led a movement within Russia to 
declare itself sovereign from the Soviet Union in June 1990 and by June 1991 created distinct Russian 
political institutions — including a presidency to which he was directly elected in a free and fair 
competition in June of that year. This was a further challenge to the territorial and political survival of 
the Soviet Union, for without Russia, how could the Soviet Union survive? Gorbachev again tacked to 
the left and desperately renegotiated a much looser confederation of republics through the summer of 
1991. This, coupled with Yeltsin's immediate ban of the CPSU on Russian soil, proved to be the main 
precipitant of the August 19-21 coup attempt against Gorbachev. The "gang of eight" or State Committee 
on the State of Emergency (the Russian acronym was GKChP) attempted to take control of the Soviet 
Union at 4:00 am on August 19, 1991. A statement was released in the Soviet media that Gorbachev was 
ill, and that the GKChP would be assuming control of the country. The members of the GKChP included 
the vice president of the USSR, the prime minister, the head of the KGB, the minister of defense, the 
minister of internal affairs, the Chairman ofthe Union of Peasants, the first deputy chairman of the USSR 
defense council and the president of the Association of USSR State industries. They were strongly in 
favor of maintaining the Soviet Union as a unitary state, and were provoked by the middle of August by 
Gorbachev's attempts to negotiate a new Union Treaty, the most recent version of which was to have 
been signed on August 20. They claimed in a document released to the Soviet public on August 19 that 
the country was in "mortal" danger and that they would restore the Soviet Union to its proper place and 
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former glory. Despite the powerful offices the coup plotters represented, the entire attempted coup 
had a "keystone cops" element to it. The coup plotters miscalculated the amount of support and 
mobilization they would actually receive from Soviet citizenry — especially outside Moscow. 

They also did not anticipate the determination or importance of Boris Yeltsin in the process of change 
that had already taken place. Inexplicably, they allowed him to slip out of his dacha. He eventually made 
his way to the Russian White House, then the seat of the Congress of People's Deputies, of which Yeltsin 
had served as Chairman, before being elected President of Russia in June 1991. He managed to convince 
the Soviet military or "guys with the guns" to side with him and Russia and not fire on Soviet citizens. 
The coup attempt unraveled on August 21. Dunlop provides some evidence on pp. 202- 203 that 
Gorbachev may in fact have been able to act more freely when he was supposedly in custody in Crimea 
than he did. He allegedly had his communications system intact and could have contacted Yeltsin and 
Moscow, but may have been adopting a wait and see posture before declaring himself a prisoner of the 
GKChP. Gorbachev, who had been held (ostensibly) against his will at his southern dacha, returned to 
Moscow broken politically. Through the fall of 1991, Yeltsin and his government methodically took over 
Soviet ministries and other political institutions, moving them under Russian control. Gorbachev, still 
under the illusion that he could save the Union, continued to try to rally republican leaders around the 
idea of a loose confederation that he would lead. But the writing on the wall was clear by December 1, 
1991 as Ukrainians voted in a popular referendum to secede from the Union. The signing of an 
agreement days later by Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus to create a new Commonwealth of Independent 
States put the final nail in the coffin of the Soviet Union. 
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