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			Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev

			Key information

			
					Born: 2 March 1931 in Privolnoye, in Stavropol territory (Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic).

					In office: 11 March 1985 – 25 December 1991.

					Major achievements:	the end of the Cold War (1945-1990) and the fall of the Iron Curtain

	the end of Communist regimes in Eastern Europe

	the dissolution of the Soviet Union (1990-1991)

	acceptance of the West and of democracy.




			

			Introduction

			When he was named General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, making him the last effective leader of the USSR, Mikhail Gorbachev knew he would have to make radical changes if he wanted the Soviet Union to get out of the rut it was stuck in. The effects of his actions would, however, be greater and his decisions would have a lasting impact on the history of Russia, Europe, Communism and the Cold War. He was to revolutionise the global order as it had stood since 1945, and the Soviet model that had been in place since 1922.

			Although in Russia he remains one of the least popular leaders of the 20th century, the West considers him a hero, and awarded him the Nobel Peace Prize in 1990 for ending the Cold War, after electing him Time magazine’s Man of the Year in 1987 and Man of the Decade in 1989. Gorbachev thus brought about a true ‘Gorbymania’ in the United States. The world can indeed not forget that he strove to make Communism more democratic, that he freed thousands of dissidents, that he granted independence to the Eastern bloc countries, that he brought Russia closer to the West and that he obtained a bilateral reduction in nuclear and chemical weapons, marking the end of the Cold War. His influence on the course of history is therefore undeniable and of extremely high importance.

		


		
			Biography
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			Photograph of Gorbachev. 

			From humble origins

			Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev was born on 2 March 1931 in Privolnoye, a village in Stavropol territory, in the South of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, at the foot of the Caucasus Mountains.

			Gorbachev came from a family of farmers. His parents, Sergey Andreyevich Gorbachev (1909-1976) and Maria Panteleyevna Gopkalo (1911-1993), worked in a kolkhoz (farm in which the methods of production are collectivised). Under Stalin (Soviet leader, 1878-1953), his paternal grandfather had been sent into forced labour in 1934 because he refused the collectivisation of land and was suspected of sabotage, while his maternal grandfather had been arrested and imprisoned in 1937-1938, as he was suspected of being responsible for a secret organisation.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Mikhail Gorbachev was born with an angioma, a red mark, on his forehead. This physical characteristic, which did not seem to bother him and which he never tried to hide, made him quite easily recognisable.

				

			

			A childhood spent in the fields

			During German occupation (August 1942-January 1943), the young Mikhail had to work in the fields to feed his village; as his family were desperately short on money, he only started his education again at the beginning of the academic year in 1944. Subsequently, he spent his free time working on farms and, at the age of 17, was awarded the Order of the Red Banner of Labour for his excellent service as a combine harvester driver, which allowed him to consider studying at university. He was a member of Komsomol, the Communist youth division, from the age of 14.

			He finished secondary school in 1950, at the age of 19. Until 1955, he studied law in Moscow, at the prestigious Lomonosov Moscow State University (MSU). During this period, he belonged to the student Communist movement, then joined the CPSU (Communist Party of the Soviet Union) in 1952. It was also in Moscow that he met Raisa Titarenko (1932-1999), who was studying philosophy and sociology, and whom he married in 1953 before they finished their studies. Their only child, Irina, was born four years later.

			A career off to a good start

			Back in his home region, he had a career as an apparatchik (a full-time official) in his local section of the Communist Party. Between 1964 and 1967, he studied in the economics faculty of the Stavropol Institute of Agriculture. It was during this time that he met Yuri Andropov (1914-1984), then chairman of the KGB (Soviet intelligence service), who liked him and helped his career progression.

			From 1970 to 1978, he was in charge of the Stavropol Regional Committee of the CPSU. In 1971, at the age of 40, he joined the party’s Central Committee. In 1978, he was made the Central Committee’s secretary of agriculture and went to live in Moscow with his family. On 21 October 1980, when he was only 49 years old, he became a full member of the Politburo (the policy-making institution of the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist Party).

			When Leonid Brezhnev (1906-1982) died, he supported the candidacy of his mentor Yuri Andropov for the position of General Secretary of the CPSU and, during his tenure, was responsible for economics and labour. Under the next leader, Konstantin Chernenko (1911-1985), who was already very ill when he came to power, he became the party’s second-in-command, deputy to the General Secretary, whom he often replaced at Politburo meetings. As president of the Soviet Union’s commission for foreign affairs, he first ventured onto the international scene, shocking his counterparts with his open mind and relaxed nature.

			Leader of the USSR

			On 11 March 1985, the day after Chernenko’s death, Mikhail Gorbachev became the Party’s sixth General Secretary. At the age of 54, he represented a new generation of politicians and inspired confidence and hope, two qualities that were necessary given the ruin the Soviet Union had fallen into. He promised a programme of serious reforms and increased acceptance of the West.

			In October 1988, he was made Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet (the supreme authority of the State). One year later, he organised the first free elections in the USSR. In the same year, he put an end to the Cold War and contributed to the reunification of Germany. In March 1990, he was elected President of the Soviet Union for five years, but the country’s economy was in extremely poor shape and nationalism was starting to stir in the Soviet Republics, which were demanding the end of Communist dictatorship. In 1991, following a coup d’état launched by Communist hard-liners (18-21 August), he resigned from his position as General Secretary of the party then, on 25 December, from his position as President of the Soviet Union, which disappeared along with him.

			After the USSR

			After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Gorbachev focused on environmentalism and defending peace. In 1993 he founded Green Cross International, an environmental organisation with the mission of ensuring a sustainable future for all the populations of the world. On 12 March 2012, at the age of 81, he spoke at the opening of the sixth World Water Forum in front of delegates from 140 countries. He said that he was in favour of the creation of an international court, which would “try those responsible for environmental crimes, both business leaders and the heads of state or government” (News24, 2012).

			He did not, however, turn his back on politics. After standing as a candidate for the presidential election of the Russian Federation in 1996 – in which he received less than 1% of the vote – he founded the Social Democratic Party of Russia, from which he resigned in 2004, then the Independent Democratic Party of Russia in 2008, with billionaire Alexander Lebedev (born in 1959). In 2011, he tried to establish a new Social Democratic Party of Russia, but did not gain authorisation.

			Nowadays, he is a fervent critic of the Russian regime led by Vladimir Putin (born in 1952), whose internal authoritarianism he dislikes, but whose role in the Ukrainian crisis he does, however, defend (in 2014-2015, Russia reclaimed possession of Crimea, which belonged to Ukraine).

		


		
			The USSR, 79 years of history

			The founding of the Soviet Union

			After the fall of Tsarism (when power passed to the middle classes) and the October Revolution (when power passed to the hands of the Soviets who represented workers and farmers) in 1917, in the context of the First World War (1914-1918) then of a civil war which continued until 1920, the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR), the first Communist State in history, was set up under the leadership of Lenin (1870-1924) and the Bolsheviks, who were renamed the Communist Party in 1918. Their maxim was the leadership of the proletariat (the workforce, according to Marxist doctrine), which involved sharing land between farmers and workers controlling the factories.

			The country was governed by the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet, whose president was theoretically the head of state, and the Council of People’s Commissars, which made up the government. Behind all of this, the Communist Party, directed by the Central Committee, was in power. The Central Committee’s supreme body was Politburo, the political bureau, whose general secretary was the effective head of state.
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			Lenin addressing Red Army soldiers in 1920.

			After imposing ‘war communism’ (nationalisation of business, banks, industry and even the artisanal sector), Lenin was forced to relax the regime: his New Economic Policy (NEP) in 1921 marked a limited return to market capitalism, which would hopefully boost the Soviet economy.

			The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) was created on 30 December 1922. This federation of Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Transcaucasia (including Armenia, Georgia and Azerbaijan) would group together 15 republics in total.

			Stalin’s omnipotence

			Lenin died in 1924 and the tyrannical Joseph Vissarionovich Jughashvili, better known as Stalin, succeeded him as head of state. Taking advantage of his powerful state police and the bureaucratisation that was becoming widespread, he successfully maintained absolute power for over a quarter of a century, freely imposing a cult of personality.
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			Stalin and Lenin. 

			He nationalised all farmland, which he organised into kolkhozes and sovkhozy; huge, state-owned farms: this was collectivisation. Those who opposed him were sent to Gulag labour camps, established in 1930. He also nationalised all businesses and, from 1928 onwards, introduced “Five-Year Plans” that assigned each of them precise production targets, which continued to rise for the next five years. This helped the USSR to become the third largest global industrial power, opting for heavy industry (steel, weapons and energy) to the detriment of its population and its consumer goods, and at the cost of significant damage (wasted resources, botched work, etc.).

			Between 1934 and 1938, Stalin disposed of all his opponents once and for all, as well as anyone who was unhappy with his regime. This was the period of the Great Purge, also known as the Great Terror, which saw hundreds of thousands of people executed or deported.

			The USSR during the Second World War

			On 23 August 1939, Stalin, who had not managed to secure an alliance with European democracies, signed a non-aggression pact with Adolf Hitler (1889-1945), between Germany and the Soviet Union. On 22 June 1941, however, the Wehrmacht (German army) launched a violent attack on Russia, and arrived at the gates of Moscow in the autumn of 1941. But the Russian winter saved the day. In May 1942, the second German offensive and the Battle of Stalingrad, which ended in the first Soviet victory (winter 1942-1943), marked an important turning point in the course of the war, allowing the Red Army to launch a counter-offensive and gain land back from the Germans, until their surrender on 8 May 1945.
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			Battle of Stalingrad.

			At the end of the war, the United States and the Soviet Union, despite being allied against Nazi Germany, found themselves in opposition and created two alliances: NATO (1949), which joined Western democracies (the United States, Canada, Belgium, France, Luxemburg, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Denmark, Italy, Norway and Iceland), and the Warsaw Pact (1955), signed by most of the states in the Communist bloc (the USSR, Albania, Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia and the German Democratic Republic).

			The Cold War

			For nearly 50 years, the world was divided between these two superpowers and their opposing ideologies, Communism against capitalism. Europe was the main playing field for this rivalry, but it also spread across the rest of the world.

			When Stalin died on 5 March 1953, many hoped for a softening of the regime, which seemed to be confirmed in 1956, when his successor, Nikita Khrushchev (1894-1971), condemned the system of repression, the bureaucracy and the cult of personality implemented by the former leader of the USSR: this marked the beginning of de-Stalinisation. The Red Army’s crushing the uprising in Budapest in November, however, showed that this softening was only relative. Moreover, the space race and the arms race began in 1957, with the launch of Sputnik, the first artificial satellite, into orbit. This, and the launching of the first man into space, Yuri Gagarin (1934-1968), gave the advantage to the Soviets. In response, the American president John F. Kennedy (1917-1963) launched the lunar programme, under the aegis of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA).
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			Construction of the Berlin Wall.

			The construction of the Berlin Wall on 13 August of that same year increased tensions between the East and the West, which peaked in October 1962, over the issue of the USSR installing missiles in Cuba and pointing them towards the United States. Nuclear warfare had never been so close to breaking out, and world leaders realised the need to implement disarmament agreements: this was the beginning of a détente.

			The Brezhnev era

			In 1964, Leonid Brezhnev replaced Khrushchev, whose results had not been satisfactory, at the head of the Communist Party. The new leader gradually sent the country into a state of stagnation and political immobilism, drowning in bureaucracy and alcoholism. Any dissidence or criticism of socialism was quickly stamped out.

			Brezhnev asserted the non-sovereignty of the satellite states of the Communist bloc: this was the Brezhnev Doctrine, which justified crushing the Prague Spring, a liberalisation attempt in Czechoslovakia. Additionally, by programming the deployment of the SS-20 Saber intermediate-range nuclear missiles in Eastern Europe in 1977, then the invasion of Afghanistan by the Red Army to support its Communist regime in 1979, he ended the détente and restarted the arms race.

			The West responded by installing the Pershing II American missiles and cruise missiles in Western Europe. In March 1983, Ronald Reagan (1911-2004), elected US President in 1980, launched the “Star Wars” project (or SDI, Strategic Defense Initiative), aimed at creating an inviolable spatial defence system above American territory to protect it from Soviet nuclear weapons. The USSR, which was already spending an enormous portion of its budget on arms, would never be able to keep up.

			The economic consequences were indeed catastrophic. The Soviet model had reached its limits in the 1960s and 1970s: growth slowed down, work productivity and capital were stagnating, shortages were increasing and quality of life was extremely low. In addition, the black market, the underground economy and corruption were omnipresent.

			At the end of the 1970s, the KGB evaluated the Soviet Union’s GNP in terms of added value (value of the quantity produced), according to Western criteria, and no longer just in terms of volume (quantity produced), according to socialist criteria, in order to get a real idea of the economic situation. When they did this, the USSR realised they had been overtaken by Japan and soon would be by West Germany (the FRG), while China, which had begun an economic revolution in 1978 by re-establishing capitalist rules in the market economy, was demonstrating great dynamism. This investigation would be at the root of the reforms implemented by Gorbachev.

			On an international level, the situation was not much more promising. The Soviet Union was losing allies, as Communism was
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