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The U.S.S.R.'s final leader defended a March 1991 referendum to preserve the Soviet system as
"necessary and just." Kirill Zykov / Moskva News Agency

Mikhail Gorbachev, the last leader of the U.S.S.R., believes that the country’s collapse was a
violation of "the will of the people" and a referendum to preserve the Soviet system was
"necessary and just," he told Interfax on Wednesday.

“The destruction of the Soviet Union was nothing more than a violation of the will of the
entire people,” Gorbachev said.

Related article: Who Killed the Soviet Union?

On March 17, 1991, the Soviet Union held a referendum on whether to preserve the Soviet
system as a renewed federation of equally sovereign states and republics, with 113.5 million
(76.43%) voting in favor of it. The Baltic republics, Armenia, Georgia and Moldova boycotted
the referendum.

https://www.interfax.ru/russia/756335
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2026/04/20/who-killed-the-soviet-union


"The results of the referendum were not only interesting, but amazing: The overwhelming
majority of Soviet people spoke in favor of preserving the Soviet Union," Gorbachev, 90, said
on the referendum’s 30th anniversary. 

However, Gorbachev was blindsided by his own cabinet who staged a three-day attempted
coup in August 1991 to prevent the signing of the New Union Treaty, which sought to
restructure Soviet Union into a less centralized state. 

"The draft was fully prepared, and on Aug. 20, 1991 it was supposed to be signed, but the
signing of this treaty was thwarted by the State Emergency Committee coup," Gorbachev
said.  

The failed coup elevated Russia’s first president Boris Yeltsin to prominence with his famous
speech from atop a tank in front of the Russian government headquarters known as the White
House. 

Meanwhile, Gorbachev was isolated at his dacha in Crimea and cut off from communication
by members of his own party. With his political authority significantly weakened after the
coup, he resigned shortly after. 

The fast-unfolding events of 1991 were compounded by social upheaval and economic
degradation and hastened the Soviet Union’s collapse. On Dec. 8, 1991, the heads of Russia,
Ukraine and Belarus signed the Belavezha accords, which declared that the U.S.S.R. had
effectively ceased to exist. 

While Gorbachev has been celebrated in the West for his reforms while in office, he is widely
criticized among Russians for his hand in the Soviet Union's collapse.

In a 2005 speech, President Vladimir Putin called the Soviet fall the "greatest geopolitical
catastrophe" of the 20th century.
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