
 

Mikheil Gorbachev: a political giant who changed the course of history 
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It is often claimed that this or that leader changed the course of history. Few 

actually did: Napoleon and Lenin, definitely; Nasser maybe; but many others 

definitely not. But few can argue that Mikheil Gorbachev, the last leader of the 

Soviet Union was not one of those few, who by their actions, changed history 

and the life of millions of people around the world. 

The processes Gorbachev launched in the Soviet Union when he became 

General-Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) in 1985 

unleashed forces that maybe he himself did not even imagine, and which by 1991 

ended with the collapse of the country which he ruled. But in the meantime he 

drew the world back from the brinkmanship that was leading towards a nuclear 

war, and ended the decades long cold-war that had pitched the USSR and its 

allies in the Warsaw Pact against the United States and its allies in NATO – a cold 

war that by the 1970s, had spread to every corner of the world. In 1990 

Gorbachev was given the Nobel Peace Prize. Never was it more deserved. 

The ironic, somewhat perplexing thing about Gorbachov is that he was an 

unlikely reformer. He joined the Communist Party when he was very young, as a 

member of its youth wing Komsomol,  and rose up through the ranks, becoming 

a member of the top-body of the party, which de facto ruled the Soviet Union, 

the Politburo, by the time he was 48. 

By the 1970’s the Soviet Union appeared strong and mighty on the outside, but 

was rotting on the inside. Constructed by revolutionaries from the collapsed 

Tsarist empire at the end of World War I, it was only forged into one supra nation 

through the sacrifices of World War II which saw twenty million people from the 

many nations that made up the USSR, dying in the struggle against fascism. From 

that legacy the USSR emerged as one of the world’s two superpowers – an 

amazing achievement for a country that was largely undeveloped, but an 

achievement that happened at huge human cost and suffering. Whilst the USSR 

could beat the US into sending the first man into space, most of its people lived 

in difficult conditions; most goods were rationed, all sorts of freedoms were 

curtailed, and military spending dwarfed all other expenditure. The Communist 

Party ruled with an iron fist, and its members were a super elite within the false 

utopia that they claimed to be creating. 



 

From 1964- 82 the man at the top of the system was Leonid Brezhnev whose 

time in office is now seen as a time of stagnation. Few people, inside or outside 

the USSR were fully aware of how deep the economic and social crisis in the 

country was. But of course the members of the Politburo, the ruling body of the 

Communist Party, and de facto of Russia, did. Most of all, the ever present 

security police, the KGB knew best of all. So when the head of the KGB ended up 

as leader of the USSR when Brezhnev died in 1982, he knew that the situation 

was not sustainable. He died soon after taking office, unable to start the process 

of change that was necessary, to be succeeded for a short time by another ailing 

figure, Konstantin Chernenko who was only in office for a year before he died 

too. At this point the situation became critical, and from the secretive process of 

the Communist Party Gorbachev emerged as the new leader in March 1985. The 

Chernobyl nuclear disaster, within a year of Gorbachev taking power, and its 

mishandling by the officials of the Soviet state, highlighted the urgency of 

reforms. 

Gorbachev immediately started a process of change internally and externally: 

extracting the USSR from a costly war in Afghanistan, drawing back from the 

confrontation of the cold war by negotiating a number of agreements with the 

US and the west, but most significantly, starting the process of reform at home. 

These policies became known as glasnost ("openness") and  perestroika 

("restructuring"). They were expressed in many forms, including attempts at 

economic reforms that tried to shake up the command economy that had 

resulted in waste, corruption and inefficiency, to attempts to allow some 

freedom of expression.  

One controversial change was the campaign to clamp down on alcoholism. 

Soviet citizens had taken to drown their sorrows in vodka. This was creating huge 

health problems and seriously affecting economic productivity. When I visited 

Moscow in 1986, one year after Gorbachov became leader, I found the whole 

country was officially “dry”. You could not get a drink even in the best 

restaurants. Of course, there were ways. I remember swapping my colourful tie 

for a bottle of Georgian Champagne at the famous Arbat Restaurant, in full view 

of the other clients, who must have included many Party members. The reforms 

could come down from the top, but they hardly reached the bottom, even in the 

centre of Moscow, let alone the fringes. The Communist system was rigid and 

was not geared up to manage change. The Kremlin could give the orders but their 

implementation was largely symbolic. Rather than reaping the benefit of reforms 

most Soviets became its victims. Glasnost unleashed forces such as nationalism 



 

that threatened the very existence of the multi-national USSR, and perestroika 

allowed criminals to swiftly take over big chunks of the Soviet economy.   

To his credit, and well aware of what was going on, Gorbachev persisted, 

knowing very well that it was a race against time, and that there was no other 

choice. This needed a lot of courage and determination. Gorbachev may not 

have understood exactly what he had started when he launched his reforms in 

1985, but by 1990 he understood that they had to be finished, or the 

consequences could be dire. Within the Communist Party, the KGB and the Army, 

there were those who detested the reforms that Gorbachev had initiated, and 

most of all the opening up to the west. In August 1990 they launched a coup. 

Gorbachev was arrested and for a few days it seemed that the changes he had 

started would be quickly reversed. But the genie was out of the bottle and the 

people of the USSR had no appetite for going back. The coup collapsed, but with 

it also any lingering power of the Communist Party. Paradoxically the Communist 

Party was the only power base that Gorbachev had, so by the end of 1990 his 

grip on power was all but gone. Boris Yeltsin, a populist, cashed in on the chaos 

and triggered the dissolution of the USSR. Yeltsin lacked the vision that 

Gorbachev had, and heralded in a period of chaos, with conflicts erupting across 

the whole post Soviet space, some of which linger on, and a decade of chaos at 

home, before he himself was unceremoniously packed off by Vladimir Putin. The 

rest, as they say, is history, only that it is not. It is today’s reality, because it is 

from these events that today’s Ukraine War has emerged, a new authoritarian 

leadership in the Kremlin rules Russia with an iron fist, and the semblance of a 

new cold-war is starting to emerge. 

For some time after losing power Gorbachev remained a giant on the world 

stage: feted in western capitals as head of the Gorbachev Foundation,  but also 

respected at home, at least by some. I met him in Moscow in 1999. He came to 

a conference that my organisation (LINKS) was co-hosting with his Foundation. 

Its aim was to encourage peaceful solutions to conflicts in the Caucasus region. 

It was particularly focused on the situation in Chechnya. But Russia was again in 

turmoil, and this time it was not a reformer who was ready to take power, but a 

revisionist KGB officer, who believed that everything that Gorbachev had done, 

and the processes he unleashed were wrong, and needed to be reversed. 

Vladimir Putin was soon to become the undisputed leader of Russia. Attempts, 

like the one we were involved in, to solve the conflict in Chechnya peacefully, 

were put aside. Instead a deadly war was unleashed which poured untold 

suffering on the Chechen people. And most significantly, Putin has since 



 

systematically tried to reverse history and recreate the Soviet Union, even if in a 

different name and form. But history can hardly ever be reversed. The changes 

that Gorbachev unleashed fundamentally changed the world order. The Soviet 

Union will not be recreated, despite Putin’s best efforts. Look at the 

determination of the Ukrainians to preserve their independence. And 

domestically in Russia, the seeds of change that Gorbachev planted between 

1985-91 have not yet turned into strong trees, but they have not died out either. 

In Russia today, few people will honour the memory of Gorbachev which has 

been tarnished by decades of negative state propaganda. But Mikheil Gorbachev 

has etched his name in history and no one is able to erase it. He was a political 

giant who changed the course of history. 
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