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Crisis Director & Chair  
Welcome 
 
Dear Delegates! 
 
Welcome to the USSR Crisis Committee for this year’s NYU Empire Model United Nations 
Conference!  
 
We are part of a Joint Crisis Committee with the NATO Crisis Committee for Able Archer 83, a code 
name for a military exercise hosted by NATO in November 1983. This military exercise marks one of 
the tensest moments in modern history in the aftermath of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in WWII.  
 
Throughout this weekend, you will gain knowledge about the Cold War, you will be placed into the 
shoes of key players in the Soviet Union, and play out this crucial time in the Cold War through 
interactions with your fellow delegates and NATO delegates.  
 
My name is Claire Friel and I will be your Chair for this committee! I am currently a sophomore at 
NYU Gallatin, studying international education policy and global cultures. Model UN has been a 
passion of mine since my freshman year of high school. I have worked on JCC committees before at 
NYUMUNC, and I have high hopes for our committee this year! Don’t be afraid to put yourself out 
there and give this conference your all.  
 
My name is Elina Chen and I will be your Crisis Director! I am currently a junior at NYU College of 
Arts and Science, majoring in Politics. I’ve been a part of Model UN since my freshman year as well, 
and I am looking forward to our conference this year!  
 
Make sure you read your background guide carefully –– we worked hard to make sure this reading 
would give you a strong basis of information for debate. That being said, we also stress the importance 
of doing your own research. You can never be too prepared! 
 
Welcome again to USSR! 
 
We look forward to the weekend with you! 
 
Best, 
 
Claire Friel 
Chair 
USSR – Joint Crisis 
chair.ussr.empiremuncv@gmail.com  

Elina Chen  
Crisis Director 
USSR – Joint Crisis 
crisis.ussr.empiremuncv@gmail.com
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History and Structure of 
the Soviet Union 
History  

In late February 1917, dissatisfied workers took to the streets of what would become 
known as the Soviet Union in protest of postwar living and working conditions. Protests grew in 
size and frequency, and resentment towards the tsar continued to increase. Frustrated by the 
failure of the remaining autocrats to act, the government ordered the military to shoot to kill. Fed 
up with the current regime, many soldiers chose to disobey and join the protestors. Petrograd 
slipped into anarchy, and the reluctance of the military to obey orders drew the legitimacy of the 
government into further question, stripping it of its authority. Shortly after, Prince Nikolai 
Golitsyn resigned, bringing the end of the 300 yearlong Romanov dynasty. At this point a 
provisional government was established, but like its predecessor it was nearly powerless. n1  

By late October of that same year, Bolshevik forces had succeeded in taking over press 
buildings, railroad offices, and other key public buildings. On October 24th, 1917, Bolshevik 
forces began a siege on the Winter Palace, where the provisional government was meeting at the 
time. Lack of legitimacy and lack of 
protection made the government an easy 
target, and by October 25th the Bolshevik 
victory was clear. Divided on how to 
proceed politically, Russia then entered a 
period of civil war (1918-1921) pitting the 
Soviets and Bolsheviks against the 
counterrevolutionaries. Ultimately, the 
Bolsheviks triumphed, legitimizing the 
party’s power. 

Newly in control, the Bolshevik 
party sought a powerful figure to lead 
their party. In the end, the race was narrowed down to two candidates –– Joseph Stalin, and Leon 

                                                
1 https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/50/Map_of_USSR_with_SSR_names.svg 

Republics of the USSR1 
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Trotsky. A small group of elites voted, and in 1922 Stalin was named General Secretary of the 
Bolshevik party. From there, Stalin set out to expand the Bolshevik empire, re-conquering 
territories lost during war and creating treaties with other nearby regions. In January 1924, the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) was born when its constitution was ratified. 

The early days of the USSR were marked by expanding censorship, improved agriculture, 
and the restoration of the economy to its postwar state. In 1929, Stalin brought industrialization 
to the USSR with his first Five Year plan. The plan was characterized by collectivization, 
industrialization, and subsequent urban growth. The Five Year Plan was criticized as an attack on 
peasant lifestyle, causing a large famine in the early 1930s. Still, the Five Year Plans were 
essential steps to modernization and industrialization in the USSR after years of economic chaos 
and backwards progress. Economic change brought about by the Five Year Plans ultimately led 
to the cultural changes that characterizes the Soviet Union as we know it today.  

The 1930s was a decade of terror and hardship in the Soviet Union. It was during this 
time that Stalin began conspiring to incite a class war targeting the wealthier peasant groups and 
working classes, also known as the kulaks. The NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal 
Affairs) began seeking out dissenters and opposition, conducting show trials and spreading pro-
Soviet, pro-Stalin propaganda. In an era known as the Great Purge, Stalin ordered the arrest and 
assassination of nearly all Lenin loyalists and old-fashioned Bolshevik officials, as well as many 
German and Polish foreign communists. With his foes out of the way, Stalin became the 
absolute, unquestioned leader. 
 
WWII 

The threat of war did not weigh heavy on the USSR until the Nazi invasion of 
Czechoslovakia, at which point the Nazi’s intention to continue east was clear. Meanwhile, the 
Japanese were closing in on the Eastern front. Fearing the loss of their land, the USSR and Nazi 
Germany signed a nonaggression pact known as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact in 1939. Just days 
later, Germany invaded Poland, and England and France declared war on the Nazis. Initially, the 
Soviet Union remained allied with Nazi Germany, providing materials to the Nazi war effort in 
exchange for carved out spheres of influence that the USSR could retain control over. War 
waged on outside of the Soviet Union, and the Soviets began expanding their empire westward. 

On June 22, 1941 Nazis invaded the Soviet Union, undoing their alliance and dragging 
them into the war. In the earliest days of Soviet involvement, the USSR suffered major losses at 
the hands of the Nazis. In July 1941, the USSR signed a treaty with Britain declaring them allies, 
and in December of that same year the USSR, Britain, and the US became the Allied forces. 

When winter rolled around, however, an unprepared Nazi force suffered greatly from 
brutal weather conditions, lack of morale, and shortage of supplies, giving the Soviets the upper 
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hand. The Soviets kept the Nazis at bay, pushing them further west until their surrender in May 
1945. By the end of the war, an estimated 26 to 27 million Soviet soldiers died, making Soviet 
casualties the highest of any nation involved.2  
 
Early Days of the Cold War  

In the immediate postwar period, the main priority of Soviet leaders was conversion to 
communism. Internally, all parties besides the communist party were disseminated and outlawed. 
Meanwhile, the USSR was struck with a massive famine as a result of many factors including 
but not limited to the collectivization process and wartime rationing. Externally, Soviet leaders 
began the establishment of satellite states in border regions in an attempt to spread the red tide. 
In the years between 1945 and 1948, the two blocs grew definitively distinct, with differences 

becoming increasingly 
apparent. In the Soviet 
Union, the government 
adopted a policy of lone 
existence –– in other words 
–– the Soviet ideology 
claimed that the nation was 
surrounded by enemies of 
their beliefs and lifestyle. 
The Berlin blockade in 
1948 was Stalin’s last 
(failed) effort to force the 

West out of Berlin 
before choosing to 

adopt a more cautious policy out of fear of war with the United States. n3 
 Stalin’s death in March 1953 ushered in an era of uncertainty. No one was quite sure how 
to proceed, in what direction to move the nation, or who was to take over. In the meantime, a 
policy of collective leadership was adopted to prevent the nation from falling into anarchy. When 
the USSR exploded their first hydrogen bomb in August of 1953, the Soviets established 
themselves as a major player on the world stage, and a legitimate threat to other major powers. 
Meanwhile, domestically, the collective leadership began the process of de-Stalinization, 

                                                
2  Kenez, Peter. History of the Soviet Union from the Beginning to the End, Cambridge 
University Press, 2006.  
3  http://new.fatare.com/european-countries-behind-the-iron-curtain/ 

The Iron Curtain over time 3 
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reversing or reforming many Stalinist policies. This era was known as the thaw. This was also 
the era during which Nikita Khrushchev came to power. Though Khrushchev didn’t formally 
assume the premiership until 1958, by 1955 his position of power was more or less established. 
  The Warsaw Pact was formed in May 1955 as a counter to the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO), established in 1949. Signed in Warsaw, Poland, the pact’s original 
signatories included the Soviet Union, Albania, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria, 
Romania, and the German Democratic Republic. The Warsaw Pact was created in the hopes that 
it would allow the Soviet Union (and other Eastern European regions) to negotiate as equals with 
NATO, as well as quell civil unrest in Eastern Europe. Despite the document outlining a policy 
of equal collective leadership, ultimately the Soviet Union makes all the decisions.4 
 In 1956, Khrushchev made what was known as the secret speech to the Twentieth Party 
Congress. In his speech, he publicly denounced Stalin’s autocratic rule and policies. The new 
leader’s blatant disapproval of Stalinist policies incited revolutionary movements in satellite 
states, namely Hungary. In response, the Soviets quickly crushed the rebellion and carried on 
with the communist satellite state system. 1956 also saw increasing tension between the two 
blocs when Egypt attempted to nationalize the Suez Canal. England and France stepped in an 
effort to stop Egypt from doing so, and the USSR responded with a missile threat. Nuclear war 
was evaded, but the threat of meltdown would continue to loom.5 

The Cold War Heats Up 
 The 1960’s were perhaps one of the most eventful decades during the Cold War. 1961 
saw the beginning of the Space Race, when the USSR put the first man in space. Though the 
Soviets already launched Sputnik four years earlier, Yuri Alekseyevich Gagarin’s trip to space 
represented Soviet strength, intelligence and innovation. Early in the 60’s the Soviet Union had 
lobbied for a policy of “peaceful coexistence” between democratic capitalism and communism. 
In the decades following World War II, the USSR began to extend its influence to lesser 
developed regions newly independent in the hopes of a global class revolution and adoption of 
communism. Much to the Soviet Union’s frustration, NATO refused to leave Germany despite 
the USSR’s offer to let it be a completely neutral territory. Thus in August 1961, the Berlin Wall 
was constructed to prevent Soviet citizens from leaving Soviet territory.6 

                                                
4 “The Warsaw Treaty Organization, 1955.” U.S. Department of State, U.S. Department of State, 
history.state.gov/milestones/1953-1960/warsaw-treaty. 
5  Kenez, Peter. History of the Soviet Union from the Beginning to the End, Cambridge 
University Press, 2006. 
6  Kenez, Peter. History of the Soviet Union from the Beginning to the End, Cambridge 
University Press, 2006. 
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  In 1962 the United States attempted to overthrow communist Cuban leader Fidel Castro. 
Coming to Cuba’s aid, the Soviet Union made a secret agreement with Castro to place defensive 
missiles on the island. When US intelligence and the White House caught wind of the missile 
construction, they responded with a naval blockade which the Soviets perceived as an act of 
aggression. Fearing nuclear war, it was unclear on both sides how the crisis would proceed. 
Ultimately, it was fear of mutually assured destruction (MAD) that kept either side from 
making a drastic move. In late October of that year, Khrushchev sent a message to John F. 
Kennedy detailing parameters for the peaceful removal of the missiles from Cuba –– the Soviets 
promised to remove the missiles if the United States promised not to invade Cuba. This was the 
agreement that was made public. However, the two superpowers covertly established that United 
States would reciprocate by removing missiles in Turkey. The crisis was resolved, but the Cuban 
Missile Crisis would go down in history as one of the USSR’s closest encounters with nuclear 
war.7  
 In October 1964, Khrushchev was removed from leadership and the Soviet Union 
returned to a collective leadership style. Leonid Brezhnev assumed the most powerful leadership 
position, becoming the figurehead of that period. Brezhnev’s era of precedence (1964-1982) is 
remembered now as the Era of Stagnation, named for the agricultural failures, famine, and 
apathy towards corruption that occurred as Brezhnev attempted to reverse destalinization. As the 
flaws of the Soviet system became increasingly evident, thoughts of rebellion began to form in 
the satellite states, and in 1968 Czechoslovakian government officials moved to liberalize the 
communist government in an event known as Prague Spring. An enraged Brezhnev ordered the 
Warsaw Pact to squash the revolution and invade Czechoslovakia. When other Eastern European 
countries protested the Soviet Union’s harsh crackdown, Brezhnev presented the Brezhnev 
Doctrine, a document outlining the USSR’s right to interfere in satellite state affairs if they felt 
socialism was threatened. Still, the public outcry in reaction to USSR actions represented a 
changing mindset in the Soviet Union. 
 The policy of détente allowed for some easing of tension in the 1970’s. In 1972, the 
Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) was signed, legitimizing the existing balance of 
nuclear forces and restricting the production of ballistic missiles, thus slowing down the arms 
race. In 1975, Western and Soviet diplomats came together to sign the Helsinki Accords, which 
stated that the West would formally recognize the territorial status quo in Eastern Europe so long 
as the Soviets would honor human rights. Much of this easing of tensions was undone, however, 
when the Soviets entered the Afghan Civil War in 1979. The willingness of the Soviets to 

                                                
7  “The Cuban Missile Crisis, October 1962.” U.S. Department of State, U.S. Department of 
State. 
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involve themselves in anti-Western revolutions and civil wars angered Western officials who had 
worked to suppress or reverse them. When NATO deployed ballistic missiles capable of reaching 
key Soviet territories in Western Europe in December 1979, the USSR felt a renewed threat of 
nuclear war and destruction, bringing about the beginning of the end of détente. Ronald Reagan’s 
election as President of the United States officially closed the door on any possible success of 
détente.  

Leading Up to Able Archer   
 In 1981, Soviet leaders still expressed an interest in renewing the policy of détente, 
though many did resent Reagan for his anti-arms control policies and his disregard for previously 
made agreements –– Reagan made his distaste for détente clear as early as his campaigning days, 
even going as far as to say “Isn’t [détente] what a turkey has with his farmer until Thanksgiving 
Day?” As the US commenced previously undisclosed and unpublicized naval and air exercises 
near Soviet borders, the Soviet Union began to build up intelligence and security to prepare for a 
nuclear attack. Fearing a surprise attack, Brezhnev and former KGB chief Yuri Andropov 
mandated that all KGB members stationed in NATO countries report back with any information 
that may be relevant to a nuclear attack, under an operation known as Surprise Nuclear-Missile 
Attack (VRYaN). Much of the information regarding these Able Archer exercises the KGB is 
reviewing is likely exaggerated, misreported or distorted.8 
 In 1982, Brezhnev died and Andropov came to power. Between 1982 and 1983, NATO 
exercises increased in frequency, number, and proximity to Soviet borders. In March 1983, 
Reagan announced his intention to take defense measures to space under the Strategic Defense 
Initiative (SDI), otherwise known as Star Wars. Soviet intelligence is at odds about what SDI 
truly meant, and if it was even factual or merely a ploy to intimidate the USSR. Nevertheless, 
Star Wars represents the end of détente and the real threat of US military action against the 
USSR. On August 31, 1983, Soviet forces shot down Korean passenger flight KAL 007, a flight 
believed by Soviets to have been conducting American missile reconnaissance. As the US 
criticized the USSR for senseless violence, Andropov deemed Reagan a ‘serious threat to 
peace’.9 On September 26, 1983, a Soviet intelligence satellite (wrongly) picked up incoming 

                                                
8  “Ronald Reagan and The Cold War: a Summary.” History in an Hour, 14 Mar. 2013, 
www.historyinanhour.com/2011/02/06/ronald-reagan-cold-war/. 
9  Garthoff, Raymond L. “Brezhnev, Andropov: Tensions Revived, 1979–84.” Soviet Leaders 
and Intelligence: Assessing the American Adversary during the Cold War, Georgetown 
University Press, Washington, DC, 2015, pp. 57–73. 
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missiles from the United States. A lower ranking officer was able to evaluate it at force, and 
nuclear war was narrowly avoided. For now…10 

Economy  

 As mentioned in previous sections, Yurii Andropov is currently in power. He assumed 
his position as General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union only a year ago, on 
November 10th of 1983.  
 Economically, Yurii Andropov’s time in power has not had any significant impact on 
economic policies and development in the Soviet Union. However, Andropov’s term has thus far 
been marked by a great increase in public debate over economic policies, most notably economic 
decentralization11 as the public grapples with the Era of Stagnation (1973-82) that preceded 
Andropov’s term. 

Overview 
 The Soviet economic system was originally set up through the USSR’s first Five Year 
plan (1928-32). The country’s economic system is meant to run like a centralized corporation. 
Instead of producers adjusting their production in correspondence with market demand –– like in 
a market economy, producers in the Soviet Union are controlled by central policy makers of the 
Union. These central policy makers are the Politburo of the Central Committee (CC), who serve 
as the ruling group of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU).  
 The overall structure of economic policies was passed down through the government in a 
pyramid structure12, with the Politburo and their members in the council of ministers at the top. 
They rely on the next tier of governmental organizations to carry out these policies: (i) the USSR 
State Planning Committee (also known as Gosplan) and (ii) economics sections of the Central 
Committee. The third tier consists of branch ministries, who supervise production in a variety of 
industries, such as the coal, or the chemical industry. Branch ministers of these branch ministers 
are not career politicians, but rather managers who have had a successful career in the industry 
that they are supervising. Branch ministries in turn supervise sub-branch administrations, known 

                                                
10 Kenez, Peter. History of the Soviet Union from the Beginning to the End, Cambridge 
University Press, 2006. 
11 The Rise and Fall of the the Soviet Economy : An Economic History of the USSR 1945 - 
1991, Routledge, 2014, pp.165 
12 The Rise and Fall of the the Soviet Economy : An Economic History of the USSR 1945 - 
1991, Routledge, 2014, pp.10 
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as glavki. At the bottom of the hierarchy are the basic management units in the economy, 
including industrial enterprises, collective farms, state farms, transport organizations, and so on.4 
 In practice, the economy is planned through top-down instructions that are a part of an 
overarching national economic plan. Economic plans are made annually, on a five-year basis, 
and on a long-term “perspective” basis. These plans are made by the State Planning Committee, 
Gosplan, in the State Government.   
 Annual plans are the most serious documents in terms of practical operation, as they 
establish legally binding targets and instructions to every production unit, where quantity and 
price are both set by the state. Five Year plans, on the other hand, have less of a practical use. 
Productions rarely match the Five Year plans.  
 Private enterprise is banned, and almost all employment comes through the state. All 
people are required to work in a state entity or in a collective farm, where all wages are 
controlled by the state. All natural resources and production mechanisms belong to the state.  

Trade with Outside World  
 One thing that cannot be controlled by the USSR is the price at which foreign partners 
will purchase their goods from. The government typically plans the quantity of goods be made 
available for export and what goods the Union wishes to purchase. The USSR attempts to control 
trade with fellow members of the Soviet-dominated trading block through the Council for 
Mutual Economic Assistance, but outcomes vary, and final prices ultimately depend on inter-
state bargaining.  

Black Market 
 Given the lack of successful planning by the USSR, the economy has developed a private 
sector of its own to satisfy the mismatch between supply and demand. This sector includes a 
mixture of grey and black market activity, and its exact size is difficult to determine. For 
example, production on private household plots is not directly planned by the state, allowing for 
the growth of food for self-consumption and for sale in kolkhoz markets when in excess. The 
government is aware of the presence of these markets, but prices in the kolkhoz are not directly 
controlled by the state, parts of it is under control of the Russian Mafia, and prices commonly 
fluctuate according to supply and demand. Repair work fees for workers and tuition for teachers, 
for example, are paid separately from government sanctioned salaries. These payments provide 
these professions with some under-the-table income supplement. Doctors, for example, require 
bribes to look after patients properly. This kind of corruption is very widespread throughout the 
Soviet Union. The overall value of this private sector is roughly 10 percent of the USSR’s GDP, 
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a value is has maintained since the 1970’s. The majority of production is still planned by the 
government.  

 
Issues in this System 
 This centralized-planning system has its strengths and weaknesses. It manages to balance 
the overwhelming amount of goods that need to be produced in a country. In the 1970’s there 
were 20 million product categories that were centrally planned by the government. This provides 
a certain degree of economic stability. Jobs guaranteed by the government produce a minimal 
unemployment rate. However, the sheer scale of the operation alone makes it impossible for the 
government to accurately access demands of all goods and give productions accordingly. Due to 
the constant mismatch of demand and production due to this centralized system, queues, 
shortages and surpluses take place regularly for many consumer goods and contribute to the 
existence of the black market mentioned above. Incentives for producers to innovate new 
products and services are minimal, and the system even actively avoids innovation, as any new 
product introduced into the economy disrupts current production and established quotas. As 
such, technological innovations mostly arise through centrally planned investment projects.  
 
Agriculture in the Soviet 
Economy 13 
 Grain production in the Soviet 
Union tripled in the 30 years between 
the 1950s and the 1980s primarily due 
to technological innovations in 
agriculture such as the use of 
fertilizers, and mechanization of grain 
production, plant breeding, and so on. 
However, the increase of agriculture 
has reached a plateau due to weather 
conditions, and cannot further sustain 
the growing population of the Soviet 
Union. The USSR has a shortage of 
grain of around 60 million tons a year. 

                                                
13 Kogan, Felix N. “Grain Production of the USSR.” United States Department of Agriculture, 
National Agricultural Statistics Service, Sept. 1981. 

Actual and planned five- year average grain production in the USSR 13 
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For example, the Soviets needed 270 million tons of grain in 1981, but only produced around 
205 million tons.  
 To combat this shortage of grain, the Soviet Government issued unrealistic goals to grain 
production units of the country. This is not an effective method, as agriculture cannot simply 
increase beyond its maximum capacity under a government quota.  
 The USSR purchases grain from the international market to supplement its production 
shortage, amounts which are limited by the Soviet Union’s economic abilities — funds are 
primarily used for military funding, then industrial development, then finally agriculture. Foreign 
trade restrictions also limit the amount of grain the USSR can purchase, most primarily the U.S. 
Grain Embargo. 

 
Oil and Gas in the Soviet Economy 
 The Soviet economy is, to an extent, reliant on the extraction and 
export of oil and gas. This, combined with the volatile conditions of the 
global oil and gas market contribute to the stagnation of economic growth 
in the Soviet Union. 
  Oil production is crucial to sustaining the highly industrial Soviet 
Union and its goal of creating a powerful military-industrial complex to 
compete against the West.  
 As we can see in the table, the share of investment in energy from 
the industrial sector of the Soviet Union steadily has increased since the 
1970s in response to the dip in global gas prices. 14  
 

Government 
 During the early 1900s, the Bolsheviks drew heavily on structures 
and processes from the previous provisional government and imperial 
governments when forming the government and structure of the Soviet 
Union.   
 Briefly speaking, the Soviet Union government is characterized by absolute power of the 
Communist Party leadership over the government, legitimizing itself through communist 
ideology and the notation of the dictatorship of the proletariat.  

                                                
14 Ermolaev, Sergei. “The Formation and Evolution of the Soviet Union's Oil and Gas 
Dependence.” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 29 Mar. 2017 
 

The share of 
investment in the 
energy complex from 
the industrial sector 
since 1970 14 
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Overview   
 The Council of Ministers, or the Sovnarkom, (formerly the Council of People’s 
Commissars) is considered the highest executive and administrative governmental body. It was 
founded by Lenin to establish the structure of the new Soviet Union government and dictate 
government procedures.  
 Secondary structures were formed under the Sovnarkom, most notably the Little 
Sovnarkom and the Defense Council. By the 1920s, the Little Sovnarkom was given preliminary 
consideration to nearly all Sovnarkom matters. The Defense Council was created to deal with 
economic and military crises facing the regime at the time, and was renamed the Labor and 
Defense Council in 1920.   
 Another office worth mentioning is the Business Office –– the upravlenie delami –– that 
services the Sovnarkom, the Defense Council, and other ministries through preparing agenda 
papers, arranging inter-committee meetings, and monitoring decisions.   
 The Legislative branch of the Soviet Union is represented by the Supreme Soviet of the 
USSR. Overall, the legislative branch serves as a rubber stamp for decisions made by the 
executive branch and the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. On paper, the Supreme Soviet of 
the Soviet Union elects the head of state –– the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet, forms the 
Council of Ministers, the Supreme Court, and appoints the Procurator General of the Soviet 
Union (equivalent to attorney general). 
 The Communist Party did not play a huge role in the day-to-day workings of the 
government until 1919, when the Political Bureau and Organization Bureau were established. 
These two Bureaus are fully developed executive bureaucracies under the Communist Party with 
full-time party officials and staff members who have authority over all other agencies. By 1924, 
the Communist Party had 
complete authority over the 
Sovnarkom, and the Soviet 
Union was fully transitioned 
into a one-party state. 
 
 Parallel Leadership   
 The Soviet Union 
operates under a parallel 
bureaucracy –– one arm is the 
Government of the Soviet State, 

The Communist Party and the Soviet State 15 
*The Politburo exercises both legislative and executive functions. 
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the other is the Communist Party. 15 Both these bureaucracies are characterized by tight top-down 
centralized control.  
 At the very top of this structure is the Chair of the Politburo –– the General Secretary of 
the Party –– a position currently held by Yuri Andropov. Before acceding to his present post in 
1982, Andropov had been the fourth Chairman of the KGB since 1967. 

The General Secretary’s dominant position reflects the traditional subordination of the 
State to the Communist Party. The 1977 Constitution of the Soviet Union states that the party is 
the “leading and guiding force in society, the nucleus of the Soviet political system.” 16 

On the side of the state, the two highest positions are (i) the head of the state executive 
branch –– the prime minister –– the Chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers, and (ii) the 
head of the state legislative branch –– the president –– the chairman of the presidium of the 
USSR Soviet Union. The prime minister supervises the 100+ ministries and state committees 
that formed the Soviet government. The President, on the other hand, serves a highly visible, but 
formal role in Soviet foreign affairs. Currently, Yuri Andropov serves as the president and 
Nikolai Tikhonov serves as the prime minister.  
 
Party Supremacy 

The Politburo is in charge of formulating policy with the help of its secretariat and 
roughly 20 departments. These policies are then passed on to the Council of Ministers and 
Supreme Soviet for a rubber stamp, and finally to the government chain of command for 
implementation.  

The Party keeps its position in the government through its control of the country’s 
patronage system –– nomenklatura. The Party Central Committee’s Department of 
Organizational Party Work places party members in all tiers of Soviet society in leading 
positions, where they also have similar dominance.  

In addition to having full control over state officials, the Party also integrates leadership 
in both State and Party, so that all senior state officials are also party leaders in the corresponding 
party office. Key state positions, such as the president, the prime minister, the minister of 
defense, the minister of foreign affairs and the head of KGB were all members of the politburo. 
All General Secretaries of the Party also hold positions in the State –– Stalin and Khrushchev 
both held dual positions as General Secretaries and prime ministers, while Andropov currently is 
both General Secretary and President.  

                                                
15 Executive Power and Soviet Politics, Routledge, 2016. ProQuest Ebook Central, 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nyulibrary-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4558787. 
16 Ibid,. 
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Leadership integration also occurs in lower positions such as commission leaders of the 
Council of Ministers. By 1979, 72.4 percent of the appointed members of the standing 
commissions by the Supreme Soviet were party officials. 

Furthermore, the Party supervises ministries of the government through its Primary Party 
organizations (PPOs). PPOs are communist cells located in all major USSR state and social 
organizations. They function as the eyes of the party within the state, and are responsible for 
keeping government entities in line with party directives and goals. 

Party officials in the PPOs of the various branches of government often directly supplant 
the government office. This process is also known as podmena. This is due to the setup of the 
system, as the Party Central Committee holds its party officials responsible for the success or 
failure of the state bodies that they supervise. This responsibility, combined with the unlimited 
powers given to government officials, results in podmena. Critics believe that this process 
weakens the Party’s primary function as an ideological leader, as the day-to-day operations of 
the government weigh the Party down. 
 The Party has never been a fully uniform body. It was formed by a group of members of 
different ages, nationalities, and occupations. Naturally, conflicts arise –– for example, 
agricultural ministries often clash with military ministries over central funds and resources. 
However, overall, the Party still has a firm control over the state.  

In many cases, the state bureaucracy is still able to circumvent party directives. This is 
mostly due to the fragmentation of the state system into multiple ministries and the lack of 
coordination among PPOs across different ministries. For example, industrial development 
ministries drive policy in their areas, and economic development policies are also largely 
determined by the interests of central ministries in Moscow. The state bureaucracy also can 
implement policies largely free of party control.  
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Military 

“In the Soviet Army, it takes more courage to retreat than advance.” - Joseph Stalin 

The Red Army was formed in 1918, immediately following the October revolution, as an 
army dedicated to service of the people and protection from class enemies. When initially 
formed, the Red Army was quite picky about who should be allowed to join –– only those well-
educated by state propaganda could enlist. During the Great Purge in the 1930’s, Stalin 
terminated any remaining members of the military who he viewed as unreliable or dissident. 
When World War became inevitable, however, recruiters were forced to lessen their standards, 
though still no open dissenters or skeptics could enlist. The typical state of the Soviet military in 
the pre-World War II period was one of poverty and shortage caused by the failing economy and 
industrial sector. When World War II rolled around, the Red Army was still lacking in resources 
and willing men. Massive casualties in the war made recruiting difficult, prevented experience 
from accumulating, and thus led to poor training for new units. The Lend Lease Act attempted to 
combat the material shortage by allowing the USSR to borrow resources from the allies, but 
losses on the front were too drastic to be remedied by this. To combat the manpower shortage, 
many recruits were thrown into combat without proper training or without proper schooling, 
making for many inexperienced soldiers, even in the higher ranks.17 
 Following the Soviet victory in World War II, support for the military absolutely 
skyrocketed. The manpower shortage was solved as many eager men wanted to enlist in the 
victorious Red Army. After the end of the war, the Soviets mechanized their army, and quickly 
became one of the most technologically advanced and mobile armies in the world. Khrushchev 
quickly downsized the military, planning to reduce it by a third. This downsizing program was 
brought to an abrupt end as the Cold War heated up.  
 As tensions increased during the Cold War, the Soviet military reorganized to better fit 
modern warfare, and buildup resumed. In 1960, the Strategic Rocket Forces were established as 
both a defense mechanism domestically and a scare tactic internationally. Suddenly, huge 
portions of government money and spending were being given to the military and to military 
operations. By 1970, the military was composed of over five million men.18 Moreover, the USSR 
has developed a world-class intelligence organization, the Committee for State Security, more 

                                                
17 Reese, Roger R.. The Soviet Military Experience : A History of the Soviet Army, 1917-1991, 
Routledge, 2002. 
18 Warner, Edward; Bonan, Packman (April 1984). “Key Personnel and Organizations of the 
Soviet Military High Command” (PDF). RAND Corporation: 8. Retrieved 14 June 2018. 
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infamously known as the KGB. Espionage brought nuclear technology to the Soviet military, 
leveling the playing field with the United States.19 

By the Numbers 
The current size and duty of different branches of the Soviet Military are as follows: 20 
 

Branch Size/# of 
Troops 

Responsibilities/Duty  

Strategic 
Rocket Forces 

400,000 men Control ballistic missiles deployed throughout the USSR 

Ground Forces 1,991,000 
troops 

Combat 

Air Defense 
Forces 

371,000 
troops 

Support ground forces, defend against missile attack 

Air Forces 453,000 
troops 

Diverse- includes heavy and medium bombers, armed 
helicopters, fighter-bombers, transport aviation, etc.  

Navy 451,000 men Naval combat and reconnaissance  

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                
19 Reese, Roger R.. The Soviet Military Experience : A History of the Soviet Army, 1917-1991, 
Routledge, 2002. 
20 Ibid. 
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      21 
 

  

                                                
21 https://www.nato.int/cps/su/natohq/declassified_138256.htm 

This chart describes the nuclear capabilities of the USSR and NATO, provided by NATO’s declassified Force Comparisons. 21 
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Specialized Considerations 
for the Committee 

NATO  
 The end of World War II left many European countries desperately in need of financial 
support and aid in rebuilding. In 1947, the United States put forth the Marshall Plan, an initiative 
that sought to provide financial aid to ‘friendly’ (democratic and capitalist) nations to help them 
rebuild war-torn infrastructure and restart their economies. Meanwhile, Western leaders began 
extensive talks to discuss a collective security solution for the postwar world. In 1949, Belgium, 
Britain, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, 
Portugal and the United States formally became allies with the signing of the North Atlantic 
Treaty.22 To counteract the formation of NATO, Soviet-allied nations formed the Warsaw Pact in 
May 1955 (more information regarding the Warsaw Pact can be found in the History section).2324 

NATO is primarily an 
organization dedicated to military 
security, uniting the West under the 
treaty’s massive retaliation policy –– 
an attack against one signatory was 
considered an attack against them all, 
and would be punished with a nuclear 
strike. NATO’s first secretary general, 
Lord Hastings Ismay of Britain, 
described an early goal of NATO as 
“keeping the Russians out, the 
Americans in, and the Germans down.” 
Throughout the Cold War, NATO 
membership has expanded to include 
Greece (1952), Turkey (1952), West 

                                                
22 History.com Staff. “NATO.” History.com, A&E Television Networks, 2010. 
23 https://www.nato.int/cps/su/natohq/declassified_138256.htm 
24 Kate Holland, 2018. 

Warsaw Pact and NATO countries, present (1983) 24
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Germany (1955), and Spain (1982). In 1966, France withdrew from military participation in 
NATO, but remained formally involved in the organization and its nonmilitary ventures.  
 In the late 1960s with the rising era of detente, NATO amended its policy of massive 
retaliation to a less dramatic flexible response policy to create a possible middle ground between 
the status-quo fragile peace and the ever-looming threat of total nuclear war. 1979 saw the end of 
NATO’s commitment to detente though, as the organization made the dual-track decision which 
went live in 1983, when NATO launched nuclear-capable Pershing II and ground launched 
cruise missiles in Western Europe during arms negotiations with the USSR.25 

 

Proxy Wars 
Korea (1950-1953) 

Part of the Japanese Empire since the early 20th century, the United States and the Soviet 
Union were left to decide what should become of the peninsula following the end of WWII. In 
1945, the Korean peninsula was 
divided along the 38th parallel. 
The Soviets supported dictator 
Kim Il Sung in the North, and 
the Americans (reluctantly) 
supported anti-communist 
dictator Syngman Rhee in the 
South, effectively forming two 
bitterly divided Korean states. 
On June 25th, 1950, the Korean 
War formally began as soldiers 
from the North Korean People’s 
Army invaded South Korea.  26 
With Cold War tensions already high, the US viewed this as a possible move towards the 
USSR’s desire to see a global communist takeover, and immediately sent troops to Seoul to fight 
against the Communists. As the US pushed the North Korean forces back past the 38th parallel, 
China began to fear for border security, and sent troops to support North Korea. Peace talks 

                                                
25  Ringsmose, Jens, et al. “Caught between Strategic Visions: NATO’s Rapid Reaction Force.” 
The Future of NATO: Regional Defense and Global Security, University of Michigan Press, Ann 
Arbor, 2014, pp. 155–175. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/10.3998/mpub.6980805.13. 
26  https://www.mapmania.org/map/60462/phases_of_the_korean_war_1950-1953 

Phases of the Korean War 
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began, and both sides decided to maintain the 38th parallel divide. An armistice was signed in 
late July 1953, giving 1,500 additional miles to South Korea, and creating a 2-mile wide 
demilitarized zone between the two states.27 
 
Vietnam (1954-1975)  

Under French colonial rule since the 19th century, Vietnam was invaded by Japan during 
WWII. Political leader and nationalist Ho Chi Minh saw the Japanese invasion as an opportunity 
to expel not only the Japanese empire, but also the French colonial empire, from Vietnam and 
create an independent state. Inspired by Soviet and Chinese communism, Ho created the Viet 
Minh (League for the Independence of Vietnam) to fight for a free, communist Vietnam. When 
the Japanese occupation ended with the close of the war in 1945, the Viet Minh took advantage 
of the slight power vacuum left as Emperor Bao Dai, a French-educated official, took control. 
Led by Ho, the Viet Minh seized control of Hanoi, a city in Northern Vietnam, and declared it 
part of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, under rule of President Ho Chi Minh.  

Vietnam quickly became a symbol for the battle between East and West. Both Ho Chi 
Minh and Bao Dai believed they were fighting for a united Vietnam, just under the different 
principles of a communist Vietnam and a more Western, progressive Vietnam, respectively. In 
July 1949, France began to formally back Bao Dai, aiding in the establishment of the state of 
Vietnam in the southern region. Though armed conflict was ongoing as early as the 1940s, the 
Vietnam War is recognized as officially beginning when Viet Minh forces were victorious in the 
battle at Dien Bien Phu, formally ending French colonial rule and legitimizing Ho Chi Minh’s 
power. The battle concluded with a treaty signed in 1954, splitting Vietnam along the 17th 
parallel, with Ho Chi Minh in power to the north and Ngo Dinh Diem (Bao’s successor) in power 
to the south.  

Under what was known as the domino theory, the United States feared that if Vietnam 
fell to communism, it would incite a communist revolution in all of Southeast Asia. Desperate to 
halt the “red tide”, the US grew increasingly involved in the Vietnam War. Lent equipment and 
training aid quickly turned into rapid US military buildup in Vietnam. By 1962 there were nearly 
9,000 American troops stationed in Vietnam. Following the assassination of Diem in late 1963, 
the US adopted the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, giving the US broad war-making powers. By 
1967, almost 500,000 US combat troops had entered and began fighting in Vietnam. In the years 
following, peace talks were attempted, but always ended in impasse as the Viet Cong 
(communist sympathizers in the South) and Viet Minh lobbied for complete US withdrawal.  

                                                
27  “Korean War.” History.com, A&E Television Networks, 
www.history.com/topics/korea/korean-war. 
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In 1973, the United States concluded a peace agreement with North Vietnam and ended 
its involvement with the war. Civil War continued in Vietnam until 1975, when the communist 
forces captured Saigon, capital of South Vietnam, and renamed it Ho Chi Minh city for their late 
leader. The Socialist Republic of Vietnam was unified in 1976, though sporadic violence relating 
to the political climate would continue for years. Meanwhile, the Vietnam War wounded the 
American ego, ending the idea of American invincibility, dividing the people, and ruining the 
American economy, all while proving that a communist victory was possible.28 

 
Afghanistan (1979-Present)  

Afghanistan’s communist party –– the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan 
(PDPA) –– took power in 1978 through the Saur Revolution and installed Nur Muhammad 
Taraki as President.  

The PDPA was founded in 1967, and is characterized by its Marxist-Leninist propaganda 
and its support for the Soviet Union. There are two opposing factions in the PDPA: the Khalq, 
from disenfranchised lower classes; and the Parcham, who are composed of powerful, urban, 
educated members. The three most powerful leaders of the PDPA are Nur Muhammad Taraki 
from the Khalq faction, Hafizullah Amin from the Khalq faction, and Babrak Karmal from the 
Parcham faction. 

Opposing the PDPA, there are various streams of conservative Islamic thought among the 
Afghan people, including pan-Islamism, which had always had influence in Afghanistan. 
Representative of the conservative Islamic thought was the Afghan Muslim Brotherhood 
movement, known as Jamiat-i-islami. The Islamists oppose the Marxist influence of the USSR 
as well as the founding of the PDPA, and grew rapidly in size and popularity. 

Upon successfully seizing power, the three top leaders of the PDPA promptly began 
fighting with each other to gain totalitarian control of the party. The two Khalq faction leaders 
first joined forces and forced the Parcham faction leader, Babrak Karmal into hiding in Eastern 
Europe. The remaining two Khalq faction leaders, Nur Muhammad Taraki and Hafizullah Amin 
then began to compete –– Amin won control over the party. During this time, the PDPA 
launched extermination campaigns against its political enemies, and attempted to enforce 
sweeping Sovietization reforms in areas such as agriculture. This angered rural Afghans, who 
regarded these policies as anti-Islamic. Afghans viewed the PDPA’s Marxist and Leninist 
ideological beliefs as turning away from the Qur’an. 

                                                
28 “Vietnam War.” History.com, A&E Television Networks, www.history.com/topics/vietnam-
war/vietnam-war-history. 
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As opposition to the PDPA mounted, the USSR, who wanted Afghanistan to have a 
stable, pro-Soviet government began to worry that the regime would be taken over by Islamic 
forces. On December 24, 1979, large numbers of Soviet troops began to enter Afghanistan, killed 
Hafizullah Amin, and started to restructure the PDPA government under ideologies of the 
Parcham faction.  

During this time, Afghan Islamic leaders relocated to Peshawar, Pakistan, where they 
began to receive political, financial and military support. They established a number of Afghan 
political parties, and based their headquarters in Peshawar. They began recruiting and training an 
army of holy warriors, mujahideen, to fight against the Soviets. The mujahideen permeated into 
the rugged terrain of Afghanistan. 

By 1981, all 29 provinces of Afghanistan had rebellions, while vast areas of the country 
were completely outside of the control of the PDPA and the Soviets. The mujahideen thrive with 
the military and financial support from enemies of the Soviet Union, most notably the United 
States. The US encourages Arab states to side with the Afghan rebels through supplying 
weapons, which the CIA then gathers and brings to Pakistan, who then distribute it to the Afghan 
political parties.  

However, the mujahideen are not an undivided front. Relationships between these 
different Afghan political parties located in Peshawar and fighters in the Afghan border are 
strained. The different parties have different ideologies, and suffer many clashes. Finally, the 
ideologies of these groups concern their foreign sponsors. The CIA, for example, has no control 
over which political party acquires their weapons, and most of it ends up in the hands of the most 
extremist party. 

In an effort to gain back control of Afghanistan from the mujahideen, the Soviets engage 
in indiscriminate military action that often targets civilians suspected of involvement with the 
mujahideen. The Soviets also support operation of the KHAD –– the Afghanistan State 
intelligence agency –– who run as an extension of the Russian KGB in Afghanistan. 
 

KGB 

 The KGB is the Committee for State Security in the Soviet Union. It is a committee 
attached to the Council of ministers, and has acted as the internal security force, intelligence and 
secret police since its establishment in 1954 until today. 
 
Foreign Operations: 
 The KGB was termed “the world’s most effective information-gathering organization” by 
a 1983 Time magazine article. The KGB has both legal and illegal operatives in foreign target 
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countries. Legal operatives work based in Soviet embassies, and are under the protection of 
diplomatic immunity. If caught, legal operatives are returned to the Soviet Union, or expelled by 
the target country. Illegal operatives, on the other hand, work unprotected by diplomatic 
immunity, and work outside of official Soviet Missions. 

During the Cold War, the KGB has mostly shifted to mercenary agents –– paying for 
information in target countries. One of their most successful recruits is Robert Hanssen, who 
sells many classified US documents to the Soviet Union.  
 
Internal Operations: 

During the Cold War, the KGB has monitored public opinion for possible revolutionary 
tendencies. Viktor Chebrikov is the current KGB Chairman. 

 

CIA 
The CIA is the Central Intelligence Agency of the United States, and was founded on 

September 18, 1947 under the United States National Security Act. Unlike the KBG which deals 
with both domestic and foreign affairs, the CIA focuses on foreign intelligence gathering. 

The CIA has been extensively involved in Burma, Guatemala, and Laos in containing 
communist activities. More importantly, the CIA is heavily focused on gaining information about 
Soviet atomic weapons.  

  

The Communist Dream and the Socialist 
Reality 

 Karl Marx’s “The Communist Manifesto”, published in 1848, describes the unfair 
methods by which the wealthy exploit the working class under the capitalist system, and predicts 
a class revolution in which the proletariat working class seize the means of production from the 
bourgeois upper class to create a public, classless society. Communist ideology dictates that a 
perfect communist society is the final destination for man, and that socialism is merely a 
transitory state between capitalism and communism. To clarify, the difference between 
communism and socialism is that a socialist society has elected representatives to guide society 
towards communism, while communism does not employ elected representatives but is instead 
completely classless and free of hierarchy. Thus, the USSR is not a communist society, but is a 
socialist state working towards communism. In fact, true ‘perfect’ communism exists nowhere, 
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but the term ‘communism’ is still used (incorrectly) in the West to refer to socialist 
governments.29 
 When the USSR was initially formed as a socialist society, its basic principles were as 
follows:  

• Equality of all citizens 
• Collective good of society valued over individual needs 
• De- privatization of land, industry  
• Government of elected representatives act on behalf of society 

By contrast, capitalism opposes these beliefs.  
. 

Capitalism 

 Philosopher Ayn Rand describes capitalism as “a social system based on the recognition 
of individual rights, including property rights, in which all property is privately owned.” Other 
names for capitalism include free-market economy, and laissez faire (literally ‘hands off’) policy. 
Unlike socialism and communism, capitalism does not guarantee complete equality to each 
person –– instead, capitalism aims to give each person an equal opportunity to succeed by 
providing neither party with an advantage. Under capitalist ideology, the government should 
have as little interference in business and peoples’ lives as possible, only serving to ensure the 
safety and equality of opportunity for everyone. In a capitalist society, the sum of each 
individual’s actions is the collective good. Private property, freedom of enterprise and freedom 
of expression are all essential in a perfectly functioning capitalist society.  
 As with communism, a truly capitalist society has never existed. The United States has 
perhaps gotten the closest, but even there many of the country’s policies including welfare, 
eminent domain, and minimum wage, are technically anti-capitalist.  
 With knowledge of the main principles of communism/ socialism and capitalism, it is 
easy to see why the parties were enemies. They are essentially completely opposite schools of 
thought, mutually threatening the opposing parties’ lifestyle and values.30 
 

                                                
29 Kowalczyk, Henryk A. “Capitalism, Socialism and Communism.” The Huffington Post, 
TheHuffingtonPost.com, 10 Nov. 2016. 
30 “Capitalism.” The Capitalism Site, www.capitalism.org/category/capitalism/. 
 


