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CHAPTER ONE

	Introduction

	 

	“If not me, who? And if not now, when?”

	 — Mikhail Gorbachev

	 


The passing of Mikhail Gorbachev, a voice of rationality in the chaos amidst the Cold War era, signifies the end of a chapter in the history of the twentieth century. Large-scale shifts occurred in Russian politics, as well as Russian society, international relations, and "the global ideological struggle" during Gorbachev's reign as Soviet leader from 1985-1991.

	Gorbachev is known for many things. He cautioned people about nuclear weapons, the deteriorating state of the environment, and the necessity to keep socialism alive in a capitalist, globalizing society.

	He was born to a poor family in the southern Russian town of Privolnoye in 1931. According to an article in The New Yorker entitled “Mikhail Gorbachev’s Enduring Example,” while Gorbachev was “an infant, famine killed nearly half the inhabitants [of Privolnoye], including two of his uncles and an aunt.” Of course, there were “the Stalin years, [and] both of Gorbachev’s grandfathers were arrested on bogus charges and sent to prison: Andrei Gorbachev for failing to fulfill an agricultural quota, and Pantelei Gopkalo for belonging to ‘a counter-revolutionary Trotskyist organization.’” Both were released after relatively short terms, but they had suffered miserably. 

	In his memoir, Gorbachev wrote of his grandfather, Gopkalo’s plight: “The interrogator blinded him with a bright lamp, broke his arms pressing him against the door, and beat him brutally. When these ‘standard’ tortures didn’t work, they thought up new ones: they wrapped grandfather tightly in a wet sheepskin coat and placed him on a hot stove.”

	Yet, despite his humble and rather difficult beginnings, Gorbachev would later become a prominent political figure. The Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union during the Second World War and the Great Patriotic War shaped Gorbachev's perspective on the world. Gorbachev was also influenced by fellow communist, Czechoslovakian Alexander Dubček, who, in the Prague Spring of 1968, led important reforms in his homeland.

	As a student at Moscow State University, Gorbachev shared a Moscow dorm room with other young Russians. He and the other rural students initially felt out of place among their Moscow-born peers, but they eventually adapted—a classic case of the country mouse and the city mouse. According to his classmates and peers, he studied late into the night and always put in the extra effort. Gorbachev had learned the value of hard work from an early age and carried it with him in everything he did. He also carried this work ethic and commitment into his career.

	Described by many as a “man of openness, vision and great vitality,” Gorbachev, “looked at the legacy of seven decades of Communist rule and saw official corruption, a labor force lacking motivation and discipline, factories that produced shoddy goods, and a distribution system that guaranteed consumers little but empty shelves—empty of just about everything but vodka.”

	During his time in charge, Gorbachev, worked towards easing hostilities between the Soviet Union and Western nations (particularly the United States and Great Britain), and in1990, he received the Nobel Peace Prize "for his pivotal role in shifting attitudes toward the West on both sides of the Atlantic.”

	Like all of us, Gorbachev made mistakes—big ones. He spent too much time trying to compromise between incompatible parties and ideologies. The Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti (KGB) or Committee for State Security organized a coup against him in August of 1991 because he had failed to reform the agency. But he was idealistic and politically savvy enough to bring about something that is incredibly unusual in this bleak historical time of global illiberalism and viciousness: a sense of humanity and hope. Here was a person who, despite having spent his formative years in a totalitarian regime, had come to value free elections, the rule of law, and the peaceful transition of power. It is hoped that his actions would serve as an inspiration to others all around the world.
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