
Gorbachev: The Man and The System
When we talk about pivotal moments in history, Mikhail Gorbachev's role in the
Soviet Union cannot be overlooked. Gorbachev was a key figure in shaping and
dismantling the system known as communism. His leadership, reforms, and
interactions with world leaders had a profound impact on global politics. In this
article, we will delve into the life of Gorbachev, uncovering the man behind the
revolutionary and explore the system he sought to change.

The Rise of Gorbachev

Mikhail Gorbachev was born on March 2, 1931, in the village of Privolnoye,
located in the Stavropol Krai region of the Soviet Union. Growing up in the
aftermath of World War I and witnessing the hardships faced by his family and
community, Gorbachev developed a deep empathy and a desire to bring about
change.

He joined the Communist Party in 1952, working his way up through the ranks
and eventually becoming the General Secretary of the Communist Party of the
Soviet Union in 1985. It was this position that would propel him onto the world
stage and lead to the eventual restructuring of the Soviet Union.
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The Gorbachev Reforms - Perestroika and Glasnost

When Gorbachev assumed office, the Soviet Union was facing an array of
economic and social challenges. In an attempt to revitalize the stagnant economy
and address the growing discontent among the population, Gorbachev introduced
two key initiatives - perestroika and glasnost.

Perestroika, meaning "restructuring," aimed to modernize the Soviet economy by
introducing limited market reforms, allowing private ownership of businesses, and
decentralizing decision-making processes. Gorbachev believed that by
incorporating elements of capitalism, he could revitalize the Soviet economy and
improve the living standards for the Soviet people.

Glasnost, meaning "openness" or "transparency," sought to establish a more
open and transparent government. Gorbachev recognized the need for freedom
of speech, press, and expression as a means to address the systemic issues
facing the Soviet Union. This initiative allowed for greater discussion and criticism
of the government's policies and actions.

Gorbachev's Engagement with the West

One of Gorbachev's most transformative roles was his engagement with the
West. He recognized the need for improved international relations and sought to
foster a more cooperative and peaceful global environment.
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Gorbachev's meetings and negotiations with US President Ronald Reagan are
particularly noteworthy. The two leaders held a series of summits, including the
famous Reykjavik Summit in 1986, where they engaged in discussions about
nuclear disarmament and defusing tensions between the two superpowers.
These efforts paved the way for the eventual end of the Cold War.

Furthermore, Gorbachev's policies of glasnost and perestroika influenced political
reforms in other Eastern European countries as well. The domino effect of these
reforms led to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, symbolizing the end of the
division between East and West.

The Fall of the Soviet Union

Despite his initial intentions to revive and reform the Soviet Union, Gorbachev
inadvertently set into motion events that would ultimately lead to its dissolution.
The reforms he initiated, while aiming to rejuvenate the Soviet system, ultimately
weakened its grip and led to growing demands for independence from the
satellite states.

Several Soviet republics, including Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and others,
declared their independence during the early 1990s. These acts of defiance not
only weakened the central government's control but also highlighted Gorbachev's
inability to hold the union together.

On December 25, 1991, Gorbachev resigned as the president of the Soviet
Union, marking the end of the once-powerful communist state.

Gorbachev's Legacy

Gorbachev's impact on global politics cannot be overstated. His reforms, while
controversial and met with resistance from hard-liners within the Soviet Union,



opened up new possibilities for political and economic change. The world
witnessed the fall of the Iron Curtain, the end of a bipolar world, and the birth of a
new era.

Today, Gorbachev remains a polarizing figure. Some view him as the man who
triggered the collapse of a superpower, while others see him as a visionary leader
who attempted to steer his country towards a more democratic path. Regardless
of one's perspective, Gorbachev's contributions to history are undeniable.

Gorbachev was a man of immense ambition and vision. He sought to mend a
broken system, change the course of history, and improve the lives of his people.
However, he underestimated the challenges that confronted him, and his efforts
resulted in unintended consequences. The impact of his actions, both positive
and negative, are still felt today. Gorbachev, the man and the system he aimed to
transform, will forever be remembered as a pivotal figure in the annals of history.
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Gorbachev: The Man and the System portrays Gorbachev's rise to power and his
tenure in office against the background of a period of critical change and
development in the Soviet system. The research is primarily based on Soviet
materials, supplemented and critically compared with a wide range of Western
press and academic studies. Both Zemtsov and Farrar bring to the analysis their
own experiences, acquired under different circumstances. Part I focuses on a
selected chronology of significant events from Gorbachev's assumption of power
in March 1985 to June 1987. The authors examine leadership and personnel
changes, the economy, the society, and the arts. Part II takes a look at foreign
policies by examining: relations with the United States and the industrialized
West; arms control policy; relations with Eastern Europe; relations with the
People's Republic of China; and relations with the third world. Part III explores
Gorbachev's military policies. Part IV concludes with the authors' assessment of
the future. Included in this book are appendices on: changes in the Council of
Ministers, Ministers, and Chairmen of State Committees; Politburo and central
committee meetings since Gorbachev became General Secretary, through June
1987; and announced changes in the Diplomatic Corps and Foreign Ministry as
reported in the Soviet press. The hardcover edition of this book was published in
Gorbachev's early years. It thus represents an early assessment, and as such a
document of events at the time they occurred. Renewed interest in communism,
and in the dissolution of the Soviet Union make this paperback edition timely.
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