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POLITICAL REFORM UNDER GORBACHEV 

How did Gorbachev`s policies bring change to the USSR?

Economic reconstruction

Mikhail Gorbachev was unanimously appointed General 
Secretary by the Central Committee in March 1985, just 24 hours 
after the death of Chernenko. Aged 54, he was significantly 
younger than the aging party members who had led the 
Communist superpower in previous decades and was the 
first Soviet leader to be born after the revolution. Being from a 
younger generation, it seemed, gave Gorbachev a new outlook on 
the challenges that faced his country. Gorbachev was aware of 
the significant problems that he had inherited.

As the USSR vied with the USA for global power, its economy was 
struggling and its citizens had to endure poor living conditions 
and a lack of personal freedom. Such difficulties were also felt 
sharply in the Communist nations of Eastern Europe that were 
controlled from Moscow.

Gorbachev never set out to totally remodel the Soviet system, 
but rather to modernise it by making adjustments. He aimed to 
discipline the work force with slogans calling for “intensification 
and acceleration.” His first reform in 1985 aimed to curb the 
production and sale of alcohol in an attempt to combat wide-
spread alcoholism in the Soviet Union. Prices on vodka, wine, 
and beer were raised, and sales were restricted. People who 

were caught drunk at work or in public places were prosecuted. The reform did not have any real effect 
on alcoholism as it was driven underground, and the activities of a thriving black market were a serious 
economic blow to the state budget.

Gorbachev aimed to reform of the Soviet system and adopted a new approach in addressing its problems. 
He introduced a reform programme that embodied two overarching concepts. Perestroika, his restructuring 
concept, began with an overhaul of key members of the Communist Party. It also focused on economic 
issues, replacing the centralised government planning that had been a strong feature of the Soviet system 
with a greater reliance on market forces. The related concept of glasnost aimed to ease the strict social 
controls imposed by the government. By 1988, Gorbachev would expand his reforms to include the process 
of democratisation, moving the USSR towards an elected form of government.

The Law on Cooperatives of May 1988 was arguably the most radical of the economic reforms of 
Gorbachev`s reform era. For the first time since Lenin’s New Economic Policy, the law allowed private 
ownership of businesses in the service, manufacturing, and foreign trade sectors. At first, the law imposed 
high taxes and restrictions in the workplace, but these were later relaxed to avoid discouraging private-sector 
activity. Under the changes, cooperative restaurants, shops, and manufacturers became legally recognised as 
part of the economy.

Mikhail Gorbachev 
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Perestroika

Reforms also reduced Moscow’s centralised control of the economy. In July 1987, Gorbachev abolished 
production quotas by allowing manufacturers to determine their own output. These industries could now 
operate in a similar way to private businesses by: setting production levels; sourcing raw materials; setting 
wages and selling surplus goods for profit. They were to be controlled by workers’ collectives rather than 
private owners. In May 1988, the private ownership of most businesses was legalised and barriers for foreign 
trade were removed. Foreign companies were invited to invest in the economy of the USSR, provided that 
majority ownership and administrative control remained with Soviet citizens. 

However, these economic reforms did not solve the USSR`s problems but perestroika did represent an honest 
attempt to transform the USSR into a free market economy. 

In reality, Gorbachev created a semi-mixed economy which brought economic confusion and chaos and 
contributed to his unpopularity.

Gorbachev`s economic reforms were too little, too late. Results were disappointing because workers 
demanded steep wage increases and strikes increased. As the government printed more money and 
increased state subsidies to many sectors of the economy, products fetched higher prices outside the official 
economy, and inflation increased. Goods usually sold in state stores at fixed prices quickly disappeared as 
speculators snatched them up for profit or producers ceased making deliveries altogether. By September 
1988, many staple products could not be found in Moscow and other large cities.

“Finances were in disarray, and the economy was out of balance and in deficit. There was a shortage not only 
of foodstuffs and industrial goods, but also of metals, fuel and building materials.”

Gorbachev describing the condition of the economy

Glasnost

The second phase of Gorbachev’s reforms was glasnost, or ‘openness’, which was a move for a new, open 
policy both within the Soviet Union and with the West, where people could freely express their opinions. 
Gorbachev’s aim in introducing glasnost was to pressure conservatives within the CPSU who opposed his 
policies of economic restructuring with the hope that through openness, debate, and participation, the Soviet 
people would support his reform initiatives.

This new atmosphere lifted the restrictions which had been a feature of Soviet life since the 1920s. The 
Soviet people were now able to re-examine their history, voice their opinions on politicians and policies, 
receive news that was not pre-approved by the government and read literature previously banned in the 
USSR. Glasnost opened up the so called “blank pages” of Soviet history. Literary journals filled up with long-
suppressed works by writers such as the poets Anna Akhmatova and Joseph Brodsky, and writers such as 
Boris Pasternak and Mikhail Bulgakov.

Large periods of recorded Soviet history were re-written. Interestingly, school history exams for 1988 were 
cancelled as a result of the textbooks being considered unfit for purpose.
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The Soviet people who had previously been led to believe that they were living in an advanced communist 
state now began to realise just how poor their lives actually were in comparison to the capitalist West. 
The horrors of the Stalinist regime were disclosed and aired publicly with reference to acts of repression, 
concentration camps, and mass graves. In 1989, people tuned in to live broadcasts from the Congress of 
People’s Deputies to hear democratically elected members criticising leaders past and present, government 
bureaucracy, the military and even the feared KGB, whose powers were reduced. The organisation was later 
abolished. Television news programmes broadcast the first unslanted reports of the war in Afghanistan and 
highlighted organised crime and black-marketeering. However, the arrest and harassment of the more radical 
newspapers papers and editorial staff along with the removal of material from libraries still continued. 

As part of the new freedoms, Gorbachev started releasing political prisoners and dissidents. The Soviet 
Union’s most outspoken dissident, Andrei Sakharov, was allowed to return to Moscow from Gorky, where 
he had been exiled for speaking out against Soviet troops being sent to Afghanistan. More prisoners were 
released, and in December 1988, Gorbachev announced to the world from the rostrum of the United Nations 
General Assembly in New York that the Soviet Union had released the last of its political prisoners.

Western influences, especially music, began to take hold in the Soviet Union. From the 1950s, there had 
been some form of a counterculture movement in the Soviet Union based around western music, and in the 
1960s, Soviet society was not immune to “Beatlemania”, which laid the foundation for future social unrest. 

Western rock music continued to gain an underground following throughout the 1970s and 1980s, when 
musicians began playing rock music, though often without understanding what they were singing about. The 
Soviet authorities made determined efforts to eliminate western music, owing to its perceived subversive 
effects. A “blacklist” of banned musical groups whose repertoires contained “ideologically harmful 
compositions” was regularly updated and disseminated by the Komsomol. The table below lists some of the 
groups banned in the Soviet Union in 1985 and the reasons behind those bans.

Band Reason

10cc Neo-fascism

Kiss Nationalism and violence

Sex Pistols Punk and violence

Talking Heads Creating the myth of Soviet military danger 

Pink Floyd Interfering with Soviet foreign policy in Afghanistan

Gorbachev’s policies made western culture more accessible and desirable to the Soviet population.

He and Reagan signed a United States-Soviet cultural exchange agreement in Geneva in an effort to open 
new lines of communication. American acts were invited to perform in the USSR, and the offer was taken up 
by Billy Joel, who performed concerts in Moscow and Leningrad in the summer of 1987. After captivating 
audiences of over 20,000 people, he completed his set with a cover version of the Beatles hit Back in the 
USSR.

Gorbachev`s reforms allowed churches and monasteries to reopen, and Orthodox Christians were able to 
freely practice their religion in the USSR after seventy years of militant atheism and religious persecution. The 
Orthodox Patriarch was received in the Kremlin for the first time since 1943. 
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Two very different events seemed to epitomise glasnost. The American fast food giant McDonalds opened a 
900 seat restaurant in Moscow in January 1990. Although prices were beyond the average Muscovite on the 
first day, more than 5,000 lined up in Pushkinskaya Square for the opening. Some 30,000 customers passed 
through the doors on that day, setting a record for the number of patrons served by a McDonalds restaurant 
in a single day.

Four years earlier in April 1986, a reactor explosion at the Chernobyl 
Nuclear Power Station located in northern Ukraine covered Belorussia, 
the Baltics, parts of Russia, and Scandinavia with a cloud of 
radioactive dust. Efforts to contain the accident and avoid publicity 
were handled clumsily by the government, but Gorbachev turned 
the accident in his favour by citing it as an example of the need for 
economic perestroika

Taking the lead from Gorbachev, the news media reported numerous 
examples of mismanagement of resources and ecological damage 
together with the effect on public health.

Democratisation

In January 1987, Gorbachev called for demokratizatsiya, or democratisation, which would involve introducing 
democratic elements into the Soviet Union’s rigid political process. His aim was not to destroy communism, 
but to make it more effective. This would involve the introduction of multicandidate - not multiparty - 
elections. By doing this, he hoped to re-energise the party with politicians who supported his policy reforms. 

Changes were also planned in governmental structures. In December 1988, the Supreme Soviet of the 
Soviet Union approved the formation of a Congress of People’s Deputies, which was established as the 
Soviet Union’s new legislative body. 

The priority was to end Communist Party interference in the selection of government bodies. Elections 
for party nominations were to be competitive, which would allow Soviet citizens to select their own 
representatives rather than those assigned to them by the party hierarchy. In the March/April elections of 
1989 for the country’s legislature, around 300 reformist candidates were elected, though the Congress of 
People’s Deputies that emerged still contained 87 per cent CPSU members. 

This was the first time that voters were able to vote for non-communist candidates, and the results of the 
election stunned the ruling elite. Throughout the country, voters scratched off the names of unopposed 
communist candidates on the ballot papers. Many of the “old guard communists’ were removed from the 
government, including Andrei Gromyko, who had held the office of foreign minister for 38 years. Some 39 
first Party secretaries suffered the humiliation of defeat in the Congress elections in 1989. 

The Chernobyl Nuclear Power Station 
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The Soviet Union was hardly a multi-party democracy, but it at least encouraged political participation and 
freedom of choice for its citizens. 

Gorbachev steered his reforms through the Congress in March 1990. Having started his reforms to save the 
Communist system, it now appeared that he was dismantling it.

Improved relations with the West 

“I am convinced that nuclear weapons must be abolished. Their use in a military conflict is unthinkable; 
using them to achieve political objectives is immoral.”

Mikhail Gorbachev

“I just happen to believe that we cannot go into another generation with the world living under the threat of 
those weapons and knowing that some madman can push the button some place.”

Ronald Reagan

Gorbachev established close relationships with 
Western leaders including Reagan, Helmut Kohl of 
West Germany and British Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher who famously said of the leader of the 
Soviet Union: “I like Mr Gorbachev, we can do business 
together”. 

As part of the new climate, Gorbachev was prepared 
to enter discussion on arms limitation. Gorbachev 
and Reagan first met in Geneva in November 1985 to 
discuss reducing the proliferation of nuclear weapons, 
though no agreements were reached. The summit 
meeting ended with a joint statement that “Nuclear 
war cannot be won and must never be fought”. 

In January 1986, Gorbachev contacted Reagan with a proposal to eliminate all nuclear weapons by 2000. 
“Why wait until the year 2000?” replied Reagan. Gorbachev’s anti-nuclear feelings intensified after the 
disaster at the Chernobyl nuclear reactor in April 1986, which left the Soviet leader eager to reach an 
agreement with the USA. The Soviet Union’s deteriorating economic situation compounded the situation.

Over the next three years, the two met on a number of occasions despite their ideological differences. 

In October 1986, Gorbachev and Reagan met in Reykjavík, Iceland, to discuss reducing intermediate-range 
nuclear weapons in Europe. The Reykjavik Summit is now regarded as a significant turning point in arms 
control negotiations as, although no agreement was reached at the time, Reagan and Gorbachev agreed in 
principle to the removal of Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) systems from Europe and to the limitation of 
INF missile warheads. 

Gorbachev and Regan at the Soviet embassy in Washington
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Gorbachev visited Washington in December 1987 to sign the INF Treaty and to also try to persuade Reagan 
to agree a further arms control agreement in the form of a Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START). The 
START negotiations began with the principle that both sides would eliminate 50 per cent of their offensive 
ballistic missiles, but to achieve this, Gorbachev insisted that Reagan agree to delay deployment of the 
Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI) until both sides had eliminated their offensive weapons. By doing this, 
Gorbachev argued that one side would not have an advantage over the other but Reagan argued that SDI 
could not be part of any arms control negotiations.

The INF treaty aimed to eliminate all medium, short and intermediate-range nuclear weapons in Europe, 
which required the dismantling of all 1,752 Soviet and 859 US missiles with ranges of between 482 to 5,472 
kilometres within three years. Reagan described the developments as the realisation of “an impossible 
vision”, while Gorbachev added that it had “universal significance for mankind”.

The relationship between the superpowers was eased further in February 1988, when Gorbachev announced 
that Soviet forces would withdraw from Afghanistan. This was completed the following year. 

Also in 1988, Gorbachev announced that the Soviet Union would abandon the Brezhnev Doctrine. This 
allowed Eastern bloc nations to determine their own internal affairs. The move was described as the Sinatra 
Doctrine — a phrase coined by the Soviet foreign ministry spokesman, Gennadi Gerasimov, who told an 
interviewer that “We now have the Frank Sinatra Doctrine. He has a song, I Did It My Way. So every country 
decides on its own which road to take.”

Non-intervention in the affairs of other Warsaw Pact states ultimately proved to be the most momentous of 
Gorbachev’s moves in foreign affairs as it resulted in a series of revolutions in Eastern Europe throughout 
1989 in which communism collapsed. The loosening of Soviet control over Eastern Europe was to ultimately 
end the Cold War.

In May 1988, Reagan visited Moscow, but the meeting was disappointing for both sides. No further progress 
on arms limitation was made, and Reagan’s efforts to push the human rights issue was met with a frosty 
response from Gorbachev. The summit showed that despite the progress made in improving U.S.-Soviet 
relations, differences still existed.

However, relations between the USA and USSR remained 
friendly when George Bush Snr. replaced Reagan as 
president in January 1989. By the end of the year, almost 
half a century of political and ideological tension came to 
an end when the US and Soviet leaders met on a Russian 
cruise ship in the harbour of Malta to call an end to the 
Cold War. At a news conference on December 3rd, the two 
superpower leaders confirmed the new détente, promising “a 
lasting peace” and “enduring co-operation”.

In November 1990, the Conventional Armed Forces in 
Europe Treaty (CFE) was signed. It has been referred to 
as the “cornerstone of European security.” It eliminated 
the Soviet Union’s overwhelming numerical advantage in 
conventional weapons in Europe by setting equal limits 

on the amount of tanks, armoured combat vehicles, heavy artillery and combat aircraft that NATO and the 
Warsaw Pact could deploy between the Atlantic Ocean and the Ural Mountains. 

Bush and Gorbachev during a  joint press-conference after the first US-

Soviet summit meeting 
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The treaty was designed to prevent either alliance from amassing forces for a military offensive which could 
have triggered the use of nuclear weapons in response, although the threat disappeared with the end of the 
Cold War and the dissolution of the Soviet Union.

In July 1991, Gorbachev and Bush met in Moscow and finally signed the first START agreement, which 
required the two countries to reduce their total number of nuclear warheads and bombs by about 30 per cent. 
However, with the collapse of the Soviet Union, doubts were raised about the effectiveness of the treaty as 
Soviet nuclear weapons and delivery systems were spread out between three republics and Russia, each of 
which was now independent of Soviet control.


