
Mikhail Gorbachev passed away last week aged 91. For me, he was one of the defining leaders of 
the 21st century and I have over the years read so much about Gorbachev. For some he was a hero, 
for some he was a villain, for me he was one of the most honest statesmen ever in the world. Let me 
explain why in my learning note: 
 

1. Gorbachev was born into a farmer family and became a member of the soviet party at a 
young age. 

2. Gorbachev abhorred violence and double speak which was prevalent in the Soviet Union at 
that time. 

3. He was a committed, dedicated worker of the party. 
4. He came to power as the general secretary in 1985. Years of lack of democracy and a belief 

in a state-controlled model had weakened the Soviet Union but few recognized it. 
5. Gorbachev was clear that things couldn’t continue the way they were. Chernobyl happened 

on his watch, but he was clear that the world needed to know the facts. 
6. He released several intellectuals from prison, started an open TV style debate for the 

elections in 1989 where he won by beating a fierce critic whom he released. 
7. He was initially seen as a politician in the Lenin mode when Reagan, Bush and Margaret 

Thatcher met him. Over years, the three of them changed their opinion and became good 
friends and staunch supporters. 

8. Gorbachev set in motion investment in heavy industry and liberalized small trade. He 
cracked down on alcohol, which will never be liked in the Soviet Union.  

9. For a country unused to change, these were big shifts and most of them didn’t see them 
cover the full distance. 

10. Gorbachev was associated with two hallmark words – glasnost (openness) and perestroika 
(reform).  He gave the soviets a voice. He was key in dismantling the berlin wall. 

11. When in 1991, the republics rebelled against the Soviet Union Gorbachev had a choice of 
ending in the tanks, but he didn’t, and the disintegration of the Soviet Union started. He 
gave many people the gift of freedom and a voice, both rare in today’s world. 

12. He handed over power to Yeltsin in 1991, he had a six-hour meeting where he outlined what 
he felt needed to be done in the handover. After the handover, he went back to his office 
and slept for a while. When an assistant came to see him, he was crying, he could see that 
things would change for the worse. 

13. He was an honest politician. He didn’t have a dollar when he left office. He then starred in a 
Pizza Hut advertisement to earn some money. 

14. In later years he modeled for Louis Vuitton and spoke at Harvard almost unthinkable for a 
Soviet leader to do even one of them! He had his own foundation and all the money from his 
speaking engagements and advertisements went to the foundation. 

15. He was deeply committed to his ailing wife and when he was ousted, he went to spend time 
with her rather than seek the sympathy vote as a politician. 

16. He won the Nobel peace prize in 1990 and gave all the money to start a liberal newspaper in 
Russia. 

17. He was critical of the current establishment, but the establishment could do little to him 
since he was an honest, rule following citizen.  

18. Gorbachev’s life teaches us that it is good to be idealistic, it is good to do good. It also 
teaches us that legacy is fickle and if your successors are hell bent on throwing mud at it 
there is little you can do. It also teaches us that you can be seen as a loser in your country 
but seen as a hero by the rest of the world. 

 
A Chinese leader once remarked that glasnost and perestroika were right, but the order was wrong. 
He said Russia needed reform and not openness. Many leaders fall prey to this thinking. 
For me you can never put a good, decent man down, who did what’s right for the institution. 


