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The Nobel Lecture

Mr. Chairman, Ladies and gentlemen,
This moment is no less emotional for me than the one when 

I fi rst learned about the decision of the Nobel Committee. For 
on similar occasions great men addressed humankind – men 
famous for their courage in working to bring together moral-
ity and politics. Among them were my compatriots.

The award of the Nobel Peace Prize makes one think once 
again about a seemingly simple and clear question: What is 
peace?

Preparing for my address I found in an old Russian en-
cyclopedia a defi nition of “peace” as a “commune” – the tra-
ditional cell of Russian peasant life. I saw in that defi nition 
the people’s profound understanding of peace as harmony, 
concord, mutual help, and cooperation.

This understanding is embodied in the canons of world 
religions and in the works of philosophers from antiquity to 
our time. The names of many of them have been mentioned 
here before. Let me add another one to them. Peace “propa-
gates wealth and justice, which constitute the prosperity of 
nations;” a peace which is “just a respite from wars ... is not 
worthy of the name;” peace implies “general counsel”. This 
was written almost 200 years ago by Vasiliy Fyodorovich Ma-
linovskiy – the dean of the Tsarskoye Selo Lyceum at which 
the great Pushkin was educated.

Since then, of course, history has added a great deal to 
the specifi c content of the concept of peace. In this nuclear 
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age it also means a condition for the survival of the human 
race. But the essence, as understood both by the popular wis-
dom and by intellectual leaders, is the same.

Today, peace means the ascent from simple coexistence 
to cooperation and common creativity among countries and 
nations.

Peace is movement towards globality and universality of 
civilization. Never before has the idea that peace is indivisible 
been so true as it is now.

Peace is not unity in similarity but unity in diversity, in 
the comparison and conciliation of differences.

And, ideally, peace means the absence of violence. It is an 
ethical value. And here we have to recall Rajiv Gandhi, who 
died so tragically a few days ago.

I consider the decision of your Committee as a recog-
nition of the great international importance of the changes 
now under way in the Soviet Union, and as an expression 
of confi dence in our policy of new thinking, which is based 
on the conviction that at the end of the twentieth century 
force and arms will have to give way as a major instrument 
in world politics.

I see the decision to award me the Nobel Peace Prize also 
as an act of solidarity with the monumental undertaking 
which has already placed enormous demands on the Soviet 
people in terms of efforts, costs, hardships, willpower, and 
character. And solidarity is a universal value which is becom-
ing indispensable for progress and for the survival of hu-
mankind.

But a modern state has to be worthy of solidarity, in other 
words, it should pursue, in both domestic and international 
affairs, policies that bring together the interests of its peo-
ple and those of the world community. This task, however 
obvious, is not a simple one. Life is much richer and more 
complex than even the most perfect plans to make it bet-
ter. It ultimately takes vengeance for attempts to impose ab-
stract schemes, even with the best of intentions. Perestroika 
has made us understand this about our past, and the actual 
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experience of recent years has taught us to reckon with the 
most general laws of civilization.

This, however, came later. But back in March-April 1985 
we found ourselves facing a crucial, and I confess, agonizing 
choice. When I agreed to assume the offi ce of the General 
Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union Cen-
tral Committee, in effect the highest State offi ce at that time, 
I realized that we could no longer live as before and that I 
would not want to remain in that offi ce unless I got support 
in undertaking major reforms. It was clear to me that we had 
a long way to go. But of course, I could not imagine how im-
mense were our problems and diffi culties. I believe no one at 
that time could foresee or predict them.

Those who were then governing the country knew what 
was really happening to it and what we later called “zastoi”, 
roughly translated as “stagnation”. They saw that our soci-
ety was marking time, that it was running the risk of fall-
ing hopelessly behind the technologically advanced part 
of the world. Total domination of centrally-managed state 
property, the pervasive authoritarian-bureaucratic system, 
ideology’s grip on politics, monopoly in social thought and 
sciences, militarized industries that siphoned off our best, 
including the best intellectual resources, the unbearable bur-
den of military expenditures that suffocated civilian indus-
tries and undermined the social achievements of the period 
since the Revolution which were real and of which we used to 
be proud – such was the actual situation in the country.

As a result, one of the richest countries in the world, en-
dowed with immense overall potential, was already sliding 
downwards. Our society was declining, both economically 
and intellectually. And yet, to a casual observer the country 
seemed to present a picture of relative well-being, stability 
and order. The misinformed society under the spell of pro-
paganda was hardly aware of what was going on and what 
the immediate future had in store for it. The slightest mani-
festations of protest were suppressed. Most people consid-
ered them heretical, slanderous and counter-revolutionary.
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Such was the situation in the spring of 1985, and there 
was a great temptation to leave things as they were, to make 
only cosmetic changes. This, however, meant continuing to 
deceive ourselves and the people.

This was the domestic aspect of the dilemma then before 
us. As for the foreign policy aspect, there was the East-West 
confrontation, a rigid division into friends and foes, the two 
hostile camps with a corresponding set of Cold War attri-
butes. Both the East and the West were constrained by the 
logic of military confrontation, wearing themselves down 
more and more by the arms race.

The mere thought of dismantling the existing structures 
did not come easily. However, the realization that we faced 
inevitable disaster, both domestically and internationally, 
gave us the strength to make a historic choice, which I have 
never since regretted.

Perestroika, which once again is returning our people 
to commonsense, has enabled us to open up to the world, 
and has restored a normal relationship between the coun-
try’s internal development and its foreign policy. But all this 
takes a lot of hard work. To a people which believed that its 
government’s policies had always been true to the cause of 
peace, we proposed what was in many ways a different policy, 
which would genuinely serve the cause of peace, while differ-
ing from the prevailing view of what it meant and particu-
larly from the established stereotypes as to how one should 
protect it. We proposed new thinking in foreign policy.

Thus, we embarked on a path of major changes which 
may turn out to be the most signifi cant in the twentieth cen-
tury, for our country and for its peoples. But we also did this 
for the entire world.

I began my book about Perestroika and the new thinking 
with the following words: “We want to be understood”. After 
a while I felt that it was already happening. But now I would 
like once again to repeat those words here, from this world 
rostrum. Because to understand us really – to understand so 
as to believe us – proved to be not at all easy, owing to the 
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immensity of the changes under way in our country. Their 
magnitude and character are such as to require in-depth 
analysis. Applying conventional wisdom to Perestroika is un-
productive. It is also futile and dangerous to set conditions, 
to say: We’ll understand and believe you, as soon as you, the 
Soviet Union, come completely to resemble “us”, the West.

No one is in a position to describe in detail what Pere-
stroika will fi nally produce. But it would certainly be a self-
delusion to expect that Perestroika will produce “a copy” of 
anything.

Of course, learning from the experience of others is 
something we have been doing and will continue to do. But 
this does not mean that we will come to be exactly like oth-
ers. Our State will preserve its own identity within the inter-
national community. A country like ours, with its uniquely 
close-knit ethnic composition, cultural diversity and tragic 
past, the greatness of its historic endeavors and the exploits 
of its peoples – such a country will fi nd its own path to the 
civilization of the twenty-fi rst century and its own place in it. 
Perestroika has to be conceived solely in this context, other-
wise it will fail and will be rejected. After all, it is impossible 
to “shed” the country’s thousand-year history – a history, 
which we still have to subject to serious analysis in order to 
fi nd the truth that we shall take into the future.

We want to be an integral part of modern civilization, to 
live in harmony with mankind’s universal values, abide by 
the norms of international law, follow the “rules of the game” 
in our economic relations with the outside world. We want 
to share with all other peoples the burden of responsibility 
for the future of our common house.

A period of transition to a new quality in all spheres of 
society’s life is accompanied by painful phenomena. When 
we were initiating Perestroika we failed to properly assess and 
foresee everything. Our society turned out to be hard to move 
off the ground, not ready for major changes which affect peo-
ple’s vital interests and make them leave behind everything 
to which they had become accustomed over many years. In 
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the beginning we imprudently generated great expectations, 
without taking into account the fact that it takes time for peo-
ple to realize that all have to live and work differently, to stop 
expecting that new life would be given from above.

Perestroika has now entered its most dramatic phase. 
Following the transformation of the philosophy of Pere-
stroika into real policy, which began literally to explode the 
old way of life, diffi culties began to mount. Many took fright 
and wanted to return to the past. It was not only those who 
used to hold the levers of power in the administration, the 
army and various government agencies and who had to 
make room, but also many people whose interests and way 
of life was put to a severe test and who, during the preceding 
decades, had forgotten how to take the initiative and to be 
independent, enterprising and self-reliant.

Hence the discontent, the outbursts of protest and the 
exorbitant, though understandable, demands which, if sat-
isfi ed right away, would lead to complete chaos. Hence, the 
rising political passions and, instead of a constructive op-
position which is only normal in a democratic system, one 
that is often destructive and unreasonable, not to mention 
the extremist forces which are especially cruel and inhuman 
in areas of inter-ethnic confl ict.

During the last six years we have discarded and destroyed 
much that stood in the way of a renewal and transforma-
tion of our society. But when society was given freedom it 
could not recognize itself, for it had lived too long, as it were, 
“beyond the looking glass”. Contradictions and vices rose 
to the surface, and even blood has been shed, although we 
have been able to avoid a bloodbath. The logic of reform has 
clashed with the logic of rejection, and with the logic of im-
patience which breeds intolerance.

In this situation, which is one of great opportunity and of 
major risks, at a high point of Perestroika’s crisis, our task is to 
stay the course while also addressing current everyday prob-
lems – which are literally tearing this policy apart – and to do 
it in such a way as to prevent a social and political explosion.
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Now about my position. As to the fundamental choice, I 
have long ago made a fi nal and irrevocable decision. Nothing 
and no one, no pressure, cither from the right or from the 
left, will make me abandon the positions of Perestroika and 
new thinking. I do not intend to change my views or convic-
tions. My choice is a fi nal one.

It is my profound conviction that the problems arising 
in the course of our transformations can be solved solely by 
constitutional means. That is why I make every effort to keep 
this process within the confi nes of democracy and reforms.

This applies also to the problem of self-determination of 
nations, which is a challenging one for us. We are looking for 
mechanisms to solve that problem within the framework of 
a constitutional process; we recognize the peoples’ legitimate 
choice, with the understanding that if a people really decides, 
through a fair referendum, to withdraw from the Soviet Union, 
a certain agreed transition period will then be needed.

Steering a peaceful course is not easy in a country where 
generation after generation of people were led to believe that 
those who have power or force could throw those who dis-
sent or disagree out of politics or even in jail. For centuries all 
the country’s problems used to be fi nally resolved by violent 
means. All this has left an almost indelible mark on our entire 
“political culture”, if the term is at all appropriate in this case.

Our democracy is being born in pain. A political cul-
ture is emerging – one that presupposes debate and plu-
ralism, but also legal order and, if democracy is to work, 
strong government authority based on one law for all. This 
process is gaining strength. Being resolute in the pursuit of 
Perestroika, a subject of much debate these days, must be 
measured by the commitment to democratic change. Being 
resolute does not mean a return to repression, diktat or the 
suppression of rights and freedoms. I will never agree to 
having our society split once again into Reds and Whites, 
into those who claim to speak and act “on behalf of the 
people” and those who are “enemies of the people”. Being 
resolute today means to act within the framework of po-
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litical and social pluralism and the rule of law to provide 
conditions for continued reform and prevent a breakdown 
of the state and economic collapse, prevent the elements of 
chaos from becoming catastrophic.

All this requires taking certain tactical steps, to search for 
various ways of addressing both short- and long-term tasks. 
Such efforts and political and economic steps, agreements 
based on reasonable compromise, are there for everyone to 
see. I am convinced that the One-Plus-Nine Statement will go 
down in history as one such step, as a great opportunity. Not 
all parts of our decisions are readily accepted or correctly un-
derstood. For the most part, our decisions are unpopular; they 
arouse waves of criticism. But life has many more surprises in 
store for us, just as we will sometimes surprise it. Jumping to 
conclusions after every step taken by the Soviet leadership, af-
ter every decree by the President, trying to fi gure out whether 
he is moving left or right, backward or forward, would be an 
exercise in futility and would not lead to understanding.

We will seek answers to the questions we face only by 
moving forward, only by continuing and even radicalizing 
reforms, by consistently democratizing our society. But we 
will proceed prudently, carefully weighing each step we take.

There is already a consensus in our society that we have 
to move towards a mixed market economy. There are still 
differences as to how to do it and how fast we should move. 
Some are in favor of rushing through a transitional period 
as fast as possible, no matter what. Although this may smack 
of adventurism we should not overlook the fact that such 
views enjoy support. People are tired and are easily swayed 
by populism. So it would be just as dangerous to move too 
slowly, to keep people waiting in suspense. For them, life to-
day is diffi cult, a life of considerable hardship.

Work on a new Union Treaty has entered its fi nal stage. 
Its adoption will open a new chapter in the history of our 
multinational state.

After a time of rampant separatism and euphoria, when 
almost every village proclaimed sovereignty, a centripetal 
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force is beginning to gather momentum, based on a more 
sensible view of existing realities and the risks involved. 
And this is what counts most now. There is a growing will 
to achieve consensus, and a growing understanding that we 
have a State, a country, a common life. This is what must be 
preserved fi rst of all. Only then can we afford to start fi guring 
out which party or club to join and what God to worship.

The stormy and contradictory process of Perestroika, 
particularly in the past two years, has made us face squarely 
the problem of criteria to measure the effectiveness of State 
leadership. In the new environment of a multiparty system, 
freedom of thought, rediscovered ethnic identity and sov-
ereignty of the republics, the interests of society must ab-
solutely be put above those of various parties or groups, or 
any other sectoral, parochial or private interests, even though 
they also have the right to exist and to be represented in the 
political process and in public life, and, of course, they must 
be taken into account in the policies of the State.

Ladies and gentlemen, international politics is another 
area where a great deal depends on the correct interpretation 
of what is now happening in the Soviet Union. This is true 
today, and it will remain so in the future.

We are now approaching what might be the crucial point 
when the world community and, above all, the States with the 
greatest potential to infl uence world developments will have 
to decide on their stance with regard to the Soviet Union, 
and to act on that basis.

The more I refl ect on the current world developments, 
the more I become convinced that the world needs Perestroi-
ka no less than the Soviet Union needs it. Fortunately, the 
present generation of policy-makers, for the most part, are 
becoming increasingly aware of this interrelationship, and 
also of the fact that now that Perestroika has entered its criti-
cal phase the Soviet Union is entitled to expect large-scale 
support to assure its success.

Recently, we have been seriously rethinking the substance 
and the role of our economic cooperation with other coun-
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tries, above all major Western nations. We realize, of course, 
that we have to carry out measures that would enable us re-
ally to open up to the world economy and become its organic 
part. But at the same time we come to the conclusion that 
there is a need for a kind of synchronization of our actions 
towards that end with those of the Group of Seven and of the 
European Community. In other words, we are thinking of a 
fundamentally new phase in our international cooperation.

In these months much is being decided and will be decid-
ed in our country to create the prerequisites for overcoming 
the systemic crisis and gradually recovering to a normal life.

The multitude of specifi c tasks to be addressed in this 
context may be summarized within three main areas:

– Stabilizing the democratic process on the basis of 
a broad social consensus and a new constitutional 
structure of our Union as a genuine, free, and volun-
tary federation;

– Intensifying economic reform to establish a mixed 
market economy based on a new system of property 
relations;

– Taking vigorous steps to open the country up to the 
world economy through ruble convertibility and ac-
ceptance of civilized “rules of the game” adopted in 
the world market, and through membership in the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.

These three areas are closely interrelated.
Therefore, there is a need for discussion in the Group of 

Seven and in the European Community. We need a joint pro-
gram of action to be implemented over a number of years.

If we fail to reach an understanding regarding a new 
phase of cooperation, we will have to look for other ways, 
for time is of the essence. But if we are to move to that new 
phase, those who participate in and even shape world poli-
tics also must continue to change, to review their philosoph-
ic perception of the changing realities of the world and of 
its imperatives. Otherwise, there is no point in drawing up a 
joint program of practical action.
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The Soviet leadership, both in the center and in the re-
publics, as well as a large part of the Soviet public, understand 
this need, although in some parts of our society not everyone 
is receptive to such ideas. There are some fl ag-wavers who 
claim a monopoly of patriotism and think that it means “not 
getting entangled” with the outside world. Next to them are 
those who would like to reverse the course altogether. That 
kind of patriotism is nothing but a self-serving pursuit of 
one’s own interests.

Clearly, as the Soviet Union proceeds with Perestroika, 
its contribution to building a new world will become more 
constructive and signifi cant. What we have done on the ba-
sis of new thinking has made it possible to channel inter-
national cooperation along new, peaceful lines. Over these 
years we have come a long way in the general political co-
operation with the West. It stood a diffi cult test at a time 
of momentous change in Eastern Europe and of the search 
for a solution to the German problem. It has withstood the 
crushing stress of the crisis in the Persian Gulf. There is no 
doubt that this cooperation, which all of us need, will be-
come more effective and indispensable if our economies 
become more integrated and start working more or less in 
synchronized rhythm.

To me, it is self-evident that if Soviet Perestroika suc-
ceeds, there will be a real chance of building a new world 
order. And if Perestroika fails, the prospect of entering a new 
peaceful period in history will vanish, at least for the foresee-
able future.

I believe that the movement that we have launched to-
wards that goal has fairly good prospects of success. After all, 
mankind has already benefi ted greatly in recent years, and 
this has created a certain positive momentum.

The Cold War is over. The risk of a global nuclear war has 
practically disappeared. The Iron Curtain is gone. Germany 
has united, which is a momentous milestone in the history of 
Europe. There is not a single country on our continent which 
would not regard itself as fully sovereign and independent.



20

Mikhail Gorbachev 

The USSR and the USA, the two nuclear superpowers, 
have moved from confrontation to interaction and, in some 
important cases, partnership. This has had a decisive effect 
on the entire international climate. This should be preserved 
and fi lled with new substance. The climate of Soviet-US trust 
should be protected, for it is a common asset of the world 
community. Any revision of the direction and potential of 
the Soviet-US relationship would have grave consequences 
for the entire global process.

The ideas of the Helsinki Final Act have begun to acquire 
real signifi cance, they are being transformed into real poli-
cies and have found a more specifi c and topical expression in 
the Charter of Paris for a New Europe. Institutional forms of 
European security are beginning to take shape.

Real disarmament has begun. Its fi rst phase is nearing 
completion, and following the signing, I hope shortly, of the 
START Treaty, the time will come to give practical consider-
ation to the ideas which have already been put forward for 
the future. There seems, however, to be a need to develop a 
general concept for this new phase, which would embrace 
all negotiations concerning the principal components of the 
problem of disarmament and new ideas refl ecting the chang-
es in Europe, the Middle East, Africa and Asia, a concept that 
would incorporate recent major initiatives of President Bush 
and President Mitterand. We are now thinking about it.

Armed forces and military budgets are being reduced. 
Foreign troops are leaving the territories of other countries. 
Their strength is diminishing and their composition is be-
coming more defense-oriented. First steps have been taken 
in the conversion of military industries, and what seemed 
inconceivable is happening: recent Cold War adversaries are 
establishing cooperation in this area. Their military offi cials 
exchange visits, show each other military facilities that only 
recently used to be top secret and together consider ways to 
achieve demilitarization.

The information environment has changed beyond recog-
nition throughout Europe and in most of the world, and with 
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it, the scale and intensity and the psychological atmosphere of 
communication among people of various countries.

De-ideologizing relations among States, which we pro-
claimed as one of the principles of the new thinking, has 
brought down many prejudices, biased attitudes and sus-
picions and has cleared and improved the international 
atmosphere. I have to note, however, that this process has 
been more intensive and frank on our part than on the part 
of the West.

I dare say that the European process has already ac-
quired elements of irreversibility, or at least that confl icts 
of a scale and nature that were typical of Europe for many 
centuries and particularly in the twentieth century have 
been ruled out.

Should it gain the necessary momentum, every nation 
and every country will have at their disposal in the foresee-
able future the potential of a community of unprecedented 
strength, encompassing the entire upper tier of the globe, 
provided they make their own contribution.

In such a context, in the process of creating a new Europe, 
in which erstwhile “curtains” and “walls” will be forever rel-
egated to the past and borders between States will lose their 
“divisive” purpose, self-determination of sovereign nations 
will be realized in a completely different way.

However, our vision of the European space from the At-
lantic to the Urals is not that of a closed system. Since it in-
cludes the Soviet Union, which reaches to the shores of the 
Pacifi c, and the transatlantic USA and Canada with insepa-
rable links to the Old World, it goes beyond its nominal geo-
graphical boundaries.

The idea is not at all to consolidate a part of our civili-
zation on, so to say, a European platform versus the rest of 
the world. Suspicions of that kind do exist. But, on the con-
trary, the idea is to develop and build upon the momentum 
of integration in Europe, embodied politically in the Charter 
of Paris for the whole of Europe. This should be done in the 
context of common movement towards a new and peaceful 
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period in world history, towards new interrelationship and in-
tegrity of mankind. As my friend Giulio Andreotti so aptly re-
marked recently in Moscow, “East-West rapprochement alone 
is not enough for progress of the entire world towards peace. 
However, agreement between them is a great contribution to 
the common cause”. Asia, Africa, Latin America, the Near and 
Middle East, all of them, are to play a great role in this com-
mon cause whose prospects are diffi cult to forecast today.

The new integrity of the world, in our view, can be built 
only on the principles of the freedom of choice and balance 
of interests. Every State, and now also a number of existing 
or emerging regional interstate groups, have their own inter-
ests. They are all equal and deserve respect.

We consider it dangerously outdated when suspicions are 
aroused by, for instance, improved Soviet-Chinese or Soviet-
German, German-French, Soviet-US or US-Indian relations, 
etc. In our times, good relations benefi t all. Any worsening of 
relations anywhere is a common loss.

Progress towards the civilization of the 21st century 
will certainly not be simple or easy. One cannot get rid 
overnight of the heavy legacy of the past or the dangers cre-
ated in the post-war years. We are experiencing a turning 
point in international affairs and are only at the beginning 
of a new, and I hope mostly peaceful, lengthy period in the 
history of civilization.

With less East-West confrontation, or even none at all, 
old contradictions resurface, which seemed of secondary im-
portance compared to the threat of nuclear war. The melting 
ice of the Cold War reveals old confl icts and claims, and en-
tirely new problems accumulate rapidly.

We can already see many obstacles and dangers on the 
road to a lasting peace, including:

– Increased nationalism, separatism, and disintegration-
al processes in a number of countries and regions;

– The growing gap in the level and quality of socio-eco-
nomic development between “rich” and “poor” coun-
tries; dire consequences of the poverty of hundreds of 
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millions of people, to whom informational transpar-
ency makes it possible to see how people live in de-
veloped countries. Hence, the unprecedented passions 
and brutality and even fanaticism of mass protests. 
Poverty is also the breeding ground for the spread of 
terrorism and the emergence and persistence of dic-
tatorial regimes with their unpredictable behavior in 
relations among States;

– The dangerously rapid accumulation of the “costs” of 
previous forms of progress, such as the threat of envi-
ronmental catastrophe and of the depletion of energy 
and primary resources, uncontrollable overpopula-
tion, pandemics, drug abuse, and so on;

– The gap between basically peaceful policies and selfi sh 
economies bent on achieving a kind of “technologi-
cal hegemony”. Unless those two vectors are brought 
together, civilization will tend to break down into in-
compatible sectors;

– Further improvements in modern weaponry, even if 
under the pretext of strengthening security. This may 
result not only in a new spiral of the arms race and a 
perilous overabundance of arms in many States, but 
also in a fi nal divorce between the process of disarma-
ment and development, and, what is more, in an ero-
sion of the foundations and criteria of the emerging 
new world politics.

How can the world community cope with all this? All 
these tasks are enormously complex. They cannot be post-
poned. Tomorrow may be too late.

I am convinced that in order to solve these problems 
there is no other way but to seek and implement entirely 
new forms of interaction. Such interaction is indispens-
able if we are to consolidate positive trends which have 
emerged and are gaining strength, and which we simply 
must not sacrifi ce.

However, to accomplish this all members of the world 
community should resolutely discard old stereotypes and 
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motivations nurtured by the Cold War, and give up the 
habit of seeking each other’s weak spots and exploiting 
them in their own interests. We have to respect the pecu-
liarities and differences which will always exist, even when 
human rights and freedoms are observed throughout the 
world. I keep repeating that with the end of confrontation 
differences can be made a source of healthy competition, an 
important factor for progress. This is an incentive to study 
each other, to engage in exchanges, a prerequisite for the 
growth of mutual trust.

For knowledge and trust are the foundations of a new 
world order. Hence the necessity, in my view, to learn to 
forecast the course of events in various regions of the globe, 
by pooling the efforts of scientists, philosophers and hu-
manitarian thinkers within the UN framework. Policies, 
even the most prudent and precise, are made by human 
beings . We need maximum insurance to guarantee that de-
cisions taken by members of the world community should 
not affect the security, sovereignty and vital interests of its 
other members or damage the natural environment and the 
moral climate of the world.

I am an optimist and I believe that together we shall be 
able now to make the right historical choice so as not to miss 
the great chance at the turn of centuries and millenia and 
make the current extremely diffi cult transition to a peace-
ful world order. A balance of interests rather than a balance 
of power, a search for compromise and concord rather than 
a search for advantages at other people’s expense, and re-
spect for equality rather than claims to leadership – such 
are the elements which can provide the groundwork for 
world progress and which should be readily acceptable for 
reasonable people informed by the experience of the twen-
tieth century.

The future prospect of truly peaceful global politics lies 
in the creation through joint efforts of a single international 
democratic space in which States shall be guided by the prior-
ity of human rights and welfare for their own citizens and the 



25

Speeches 

promotion of the same rights and similar welfare elsewhere. 
This is an imperative of the growing integrity of the modern 
world and of the interdependence of its components.

I have been suspected of utopian thinking more than 
once, and particularly when five years ago I proposed the 
elimination of nuclear weapons by the year 2000 and joint 
efforts to create a system of international security. It may 
well be that by that date it will not have happened. But 
look, merely five years have passed and have we not actu-
ally and noticeably moved in that direction? Have we not 
been able to cross the threshold of mistrust, though mis-
trust has not completely disappeared? Has not the politi-
cal thinking in the world changed substantially? Does not 
most of the world community already regard weapons of 
mass destruction as unacceptable for achieving political 
objectives?

Ladies and gentlemen, two weeks from today it will be 
exactly fi fty years since the beginning of the Nazi invasion of 
my country. And in another six months we shall mark fi fty 
years since Pearl Harbor, after which the war turned into a 
global tragedy. Memories of it still hurt. But they also urge us 
to value the chance given to the present generations.

In conclusion, let me say again that I view the award of 
the Nobel Prize to me as an expression of understanding of 
my intentions, my aspirations, the objectives of the profound 
transformation we have begun in our country, and the ideas 
of new thinking. I see it as your acknowledgment of my com-
mitment to peaceful means of implementing the objectives 
of Perestroika.

I am grateful for this to the members of the Committee 
and wish to assure them that if I understand correctly their 
motives, they are not mistaken.

June 5, 1991
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From the Address to the 43rd Session of the 
United Nations General Assembly

We have come here to show our respect for the United Na-
tions, which increasingly has been manifesting its ability to 
act as a unique international center in the service of peace 
and security.

We have come here to show our respect for the dignity 
of this Organization, capable of accumulating the collective 
wisdom and will of mankind.

Recent events have been making it increasingly clear that 
the world needs such an organization, and that the Organi-
zation itself needs the active involvement of all its Members, 
their support for its initiatives and actions and their potenti-
alities and original contributions that enrich its activity.

[...] The role played by the Soviet Union in world affairs 
is well known, and in view of the revolutionary Perestroika 
under way in our country, which contains a tremendous po-
tential for peace and international co-operation, we are now 
particularly interested in being properly understood.

That is why we have come here to address this most 
authoritative world body and to share our thoughts with 
it. We want it to be the fi rst to learn of our new, important 
decisions.

What will mankind be like when it enters the twenty-
fi rst century? People are already fascinated by this not-too-
distant future. We are looking ahead to it with hopes for the 
best, and yet with a feeling of concern.

The world in which we live today is radically different 
from what it was at the beginning, or even in the middle, 
of this century, and it continues to change, as do all its 
components.

The advent of nuclear weapons was just another tragic 
reminder of the fundamental nature of that change. A mate-
rial symbol and expression of absolute military power, nu-
clear weapons at the same time revealed the absolute limits 
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of that power. The problem of mankind’s survival and self-
preservation came to the fore.

We are witnessing most profound social change. Whether 
in the East or the South, the West or the North, hundreds of 
millions of people, new nations and States, new public move-
ments and ideologies have moved to the forefront of history. 
Broad-based and frequently turbulent popular movements 
have given expression, in a multidimensional and contradic-
tory way, to a longing for independence, democracy, and so-
cial justice. The idea of democratizing the entire world order 
has become a powerful socio-political force.

At the same time the scientifi c and technological revolu-
tion has turned many economic, food, energy, environmental, 
information and population problems, which only recently 
we treated as national or regional, into global problems.

Thanks to the advances in mass media and means of trans-
portation the world seems to have become more visible and 
tangible. International communication has become easier than 
ever before. Today, the preservation of any kind of closed society 
is hardly possible. This calls for a radical review of approaches 
to the totality of the problems of international co-operation as 
a major element of universal security. The world economy is 
becoming a single organism, and no State, whatever its social 
system or economic status, can develop normally outside it. 
That places on the agenda the need to devise fundamentally 
new machinery for the functioning of the world economy, a 
new structure of the international division of labor.

At the same time, the growth of the world economy re-
veals the contradictions and limits inherent in traditional-
type industrialization. Its further extension and intensifi ca-
tion spell environmental catastrophe.

However, there are still many countries without suffi -
ciently developed industries, and some have not yet moved 
beyond the pre-industrial stage. One of the major problems 
is whether they can join in the search for environmentally 
clean production. And there is another problem: instead of 
diminishing, the gap between the developed and most of the 
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developing countries is increasingly growing into a serious 
global threat. Hence the need to begin a search for a fun-
damentally new type of industrial progress, one that would 
meet the interests of all people and States.

In a word, the new realities are changing the entire world 
situation. The differences and contradictions inherited from 
the past are diminishing or being displaced, but new ones 
are emerging. Some of the past differences and disputes are 
losing their importance, but confl icts of a different kind are 
taking their place.

Life is making us abandon established stereotypes and 
outdated views. It is making us discard illusions. The very 
concept of the nature and criteria of progress is changing. It 
would be naïve to think that the problems plaguing mankind 
today can be solved with the means and methods that were 
applied or that seemed to work in the past. Indeed, man-
kind has accumulated a wealth of experience in the process 
of political, economic and social development under highly 
diverse conditions. But that experience belongs to the prac-
tices and to a world that have become, or are becoming, parts 
of the past. That is one of the signs of the crucial nature of 
the current phase of history.

The greatest philosophers sought to grasp the laws of social 
development and fi nd an answer to the main question: How 
to make man’s life happy, just and safe. Two great revolutions, 
the French Revolution of 1789 and the Russian Revolution of 
1917, exerted a powerful impact on the very nature of history 
and radically changed the course of world developments. Both 
of them, each in its own way, gave a tremendous impetus to 
mankind’s progress. To a large extent those two revolutions 
shaped the way of thinking that is still prevalent in social con-
sciousness. It is a most precious spiritual heritage.

But today we face a different world, for which we must 
seek a different road to the future. In seeking it, we must, of 
course, draw upon accumulated experience and yet be aware 
of the fundamental differences between the situation yester-
day and what we are facing today. Yet the novelty of the tasks 
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before us, as well as their diffi culties, goes well beyond that. 
Today, we have entered an era when progress will be shaped 
by universal human interests. Awareness of that dictates that 
world politics, too, should be guided by the primacy of uni-
versal human values.

The history of past centuries and millennia was a history 
of wars that raged almost everywhere, of frequent desperate 
battles to the point of mutual annihilation. They grew out 
of clashes of social and political interests, national enmity, 
ideological or religious incompatibility. All that did happen. 
And even today, many would want those vestiges of the past 
to be accepted as immutable law.

However, concurrently with wars, animosities and di-
visions among peoples and countries, another trend, with 
equally objective causes, was gaining momentum: the pro-
cess of the emergence of a mutually interrelated and integral 
world. Today, further world progress is possible only through 
a search for universal human consensus as we move forward 
to a new world order.

We have come to a point where the disorderly play of 
elemental forces leads to an impasse. The international com-
munity must learn how it can shape and guide developments 
in such a way as to preserve our civilization and to make it 
safe for all and conducive to normal life.

We are speaking of co-operation, which could be more 
accurately termed co-creation and co-development. The for-
mula of development at the expense of others is on the way 
out. In the light of existing realities, no genuine progress is 
possible at the expense of the rights and freedoms of indi-
viduals and nations or at the expense of nature.

 Efforts to solve global problems require a new scope and 
quality of interaction of States and socio-political currents, 
regardless of ideological or other differences.

Of course, radical changes and revolutionary transfor-
mations will continue to occur within individual countries 
and social structures. This is how it was and this is how it will 
be. But here, too, our time marks a change. Internal trans-
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formations can no longer advance their national goals if 
they develop only along parallel courses with others without 
making use of the achievements of the outside world and of 
the potential inherent in equitable co-operation.

In those circumstances, any interference in such internal 
developments designed to redirect them to someone’s liking 
would have all the more destructive consequences for the es-
tablishment of a peaceful order.

In the past differences were often a factor causing mutual 
rejection. Now, they have a chance of becoming a factor for 
mutual enrichment and mutual attraction.

Behind differences in social systems, in ways of life and in 
preferences for certain values stand different interests. There 
is no escaping that fact.

But, equally, there is no escaping the need to fi nd a bal-
ance of interests within an international framework, which 
has become a condition for survival and progress.

Pondering all this, one comes to the conclusion that, if 
we are to take into account the lessons of the past and the 
realities of the present, if we are to reckon with the objec-
tive logic of world development, we must look together for 
ways to improve the international situation and build a new 
world, and, if so, we ought to agree on the basic, truly univer-
sal prerequisites and principles of such action.

It is obvious, for instance, that the use or threat of force 
can no longer, and must no longer, be an instrument of for-
eign policy. This applies, above all, to nuclear arms, but that 
is not the only thing that matters. All of us, and primarily the 
stronger of us, must exercise self-restraint and totally rule 
out any outward-oriented use of force. That is the fi rst and 
the most important component of a non-violent world, an 
ideal which we proclaimed, together with India, in the Delhi 
Declaration and which we invite you to follow.

After all, it is now quite clear that building-up military 
power makes no country omnipotent. What is more, one-
sided reliance on military power ultimately weakens other 
components of national security.
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It is also quite clear to us that the principle of freedom 
of choice is mandatory. Its non-recognition is fraught with 
extremely grave consequences for world peace. Denying that 
right to peoples, under whatever pretext or rhetorical guise, 
jeopardizes even the fragile balance that has been attained. 
Freedom of choice is a universal principle that should allow 
of no exceptions.

It was not simply out of good intentions that we came 
to the conclusion that that principle was absolute. We were 
driven to it by an unbiased analysis of the objective trends of 
today. More and more characteristic of them is the increas-
ingly multi-optional nature of social development in differ-
ent countries. This applies both to the capitalist and to the 
socialist systems. The diversity of the socio-political struc-
tures that have grown out of national liberation movements 
over the past decades also attests to this.

This objective fact calls for respect for the views and po-
sitions of others, tolerance, a willingness to perceive some-
thing different as not necessarily bad or hostile, and an ability 
to learn to live side by side with others, while remaining dif-
ferent and not always agreeing with each other. As the world 
asserts its diversity, attempts to look down on others and to 
teach them one’s own brand of democracy become totally 
improper, to say nothing of the fact that democratic values 
intended for export often lose their worth very quickly.

What we are talking about, therefore, is unity in diversity. 
If we assert this politically, if we reaffi rm our adherence to 
freedom of choice, then there is no room for the view that 
some live on Earth by virtue of divine will, while others are 
here quite by chance. The time has come to discard such 
thinking and to shape our policies accordingly. This would 
open up prospects for strengthening the unity of the world.

The new phase also requires de-ideologizing relations 
among States. We are not abandoning our convictions, our 
philosophy or traditions, nor do we urge anyone to abandon 
theirs. However, neither do we have any intention of being 
hemmed in by our values, which would result in intellectual 
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impoverishment, for it would mean rejecting a powerful 
source of development – the exchange of everything original 
that each nation has independently created.

In the course of such exchange, let everyone show the ad-
vantages of their social systems, their way of life and their val-
ues, not just by words or propaganda, but by real deeds. That 
would be a fair rivalry of ideologies. But it should not be ex-
tended to relations among States, otherwise we would simply 
be unable to solve any of the world’s problems, such as devel-
oping wide-ranging, mutually benefi cial and equitable co-op-
eration among nations; making effi cient use of the achieve-
ments of scientifi c and technological revolution; restructuring 
the world economy and protecting the environment; and 
overcoming backwardness and eliminating hunger, disease, il-
literacy and other global scourges. Similarly, we would not be 
able to eliminate the nuclear threat and militarism.

These are our refl ections on the patterns of world devel-
opment on the threshold of the twenty-fi rst century.

Of course, we are far from claiming to be in possession 
of the ultimate truth, but, on the basis of a thorough analy-
sis of the past and newly-emerging realities, we have con-
cluded that it is on these lines that we should jointly seek 
the way to the supremacy of the universal human idea over 
the endless multitude of centrifugal forces, and to preserve 
the vitality of this civilization, which is possibly the only 
one in the entire universe.

Could this view be a little too romantic? Are we not overes-
timating the potential and maturity of the world’s social con-
sciousness? We have heard such doubts and such questions, 
both in our country and from some of our Western partners.

I am convinced that we are not fl oating above reality. 
Forces have already emerged in the world that in one way or 
another stimulate the arrival of a period of peace. The peo-
ples and large sectors of the public do, indeed, ardently wish 
for an improvement in the situation. They want to learn to 
co-operate. It is sometimes amazing how powerful this trend 
is. It is also important that it is beginning to shape policies.
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Changes in philosophical approaches and in political re-
lations form a solid prerequisite for imparting, in line with 
worldwide objective processes, a powerful impetus to the ef-
forts designed to establish new relations among States. Even 
those politicians whose activities used to be geared to the Cold 
War and sometimes linked with its most critical phases are now 
drawing appropriate conclusions. Of all people, they fi nd it par-
ticularly hard to abandon old stereotypes and past practices, 
and, if even they are changing course, it is clear that, when new 
generations take over, opportunities will increase in number.

In short, the understanding of the need for a period 
of peace is gaining ground and beginning to prevail. This 
has made it possible to take the first real steps towards cre-
ating a healthier international environment and towards 
disarmament.

What are the practical implications of that? It would be 
natural and sensible not to abandon everything positive that 
has already been accomplished and to build on the gains 
of the past few years, on all that we have created working 
together. I refer to the process of negotiations on nuclear 
arms, conventional weapons and chemical weapons and the 
search for political approaches to ending regional confl icts. 
Of course, I refer, above all, to political dialogue – a more 
intense and open dialogue aimed at the very heart of prob-
lems instead of confrontation, at an exchange of constructive 
ideas instead of recriminations. Without political dialogue, 
the process of negotiations cannot advance.

We regard prospects for the near and more distant future 
quite optimistically. Just look at the changes in our relations 
with the United States. Little by little, mutual understanding 
has started to develop and elements of trust have emerged, 
without which it is very hard to make headway in politics.

In Europe, such elements are even more numerous. The 
Helsinki process is a great process. I believe that it remains 
fully valid. Its philosophical, political, practical and other di-
mensions must all be preserved and enhanced, while taking 
into account new circumstances.
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Current realities make it imperative that the dialogue that 
ensures normal and constructive evolution of international 
affairs involve, on a continuous and active basis, all coun-
tries and regions of the world, including such major powers 
as India, China, Japan and Brazil, and other countries – big, 
medium and small.

[...] Everyone should join in the movement towards 
greater world unity. [...]

Yet, in my talks with foreign Government and political lead-
ers, with whom I have had over 200 meetings, I have sometimes 
sensed their dissatisfaction that at this crucial time, for one rea-
son or another, they sometimes fi nd themselves on the sidelines, 
as it were, of the main issues of world politics. It is natural and 
appropriate that no one is willing to resign himself to that.

If, although different, we are indeed part of the same 
civilization, if we are aware of the interdependence of the 
contemporary world, this fact must be increasingly present 
in politics and in practical efforts to harmonize international 
relations. Perhaps the term Perestroika would not be quite 
appropriate in this context, but I do call for the building of 
new international relations.

I am convinced that our time and the realities of today’s 
world make it necessary to internationalize dialogue and the 
negotiating process. This is the main, most general conclu-
sion that we have come to in studying the global trends that 
have been gaining momentum in recent years and in partici-
pating in world politics.

In this specifi c historical situation we face the question of 
a new role for the United Nations. We feel that States must to 
some extent review their attitude to the United Nations – this 
unique instrument without which world politics would be 
inconceivable today. The recent reinvigoration of its peace-
making role has again demonstrated the ability of the United 
Nations to assist its members in coping with the daunting chal-
lenges of our time and working to humanize their relations.

Regrettably, shortly after it was established the Organiza-
tion sustained the onslaught of the cold war. For many years 
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it was the scene of propaganda battles and continuous po-
litical confrontation. Let historians argue who is more and 
who is less to blame for this. What political leasers today 
need to do is to draw lessons from that chapter in the history 
of the United Nations, which turned out to be at odds with 
the very meaning and objectives of our Organization. One 
of the most bitter and important lessons lies in the long list 
of missed opportunities. As a result, at a certain point the 
authority of the United Nations diminished, and many of its 
attempts to act failed.

It is highly signifi cant that the reinvigoration of the role 
of the United Nations is linked to an improvement in the 
international climate. In a way, the United Nations blends 
together the interests of different States. It is the only Orga-
nization capable of merging into a single current their bilat-
eral, regional and global efforts.

New prospects are opening up for it in all areas that fall nat-
urally under its responsibility – the politico-military, econom-
ic, scientifi c, technological, environmental and humanitarian 
areas. Let us take, for example, the problem of development, 
which is a truly universal human problem. The conditions in 
which tens of millions of people live in a number of third-
world regions are becoming a real threat to mankind.

[...] What is needed here is to combine the efforts and 
take into account the interests of all groups of countries —
something that only this Organization, the United Nations, 
can accomplish.

External debt is one of the gravest problems. Let us not 
forget that in the age of colonialism the developing world, at 
the cost of countless losses and sacrifi ces, fi nanced the pros-
perity of a large portion of the world community. The time 
has come to make up for the losses that accompanied its his-
toric and tragic contribution to global material progress.

We are convinced that here, too, the internationalization 
of our approach offers a way out. [...] 

We invite members to consider the following: limiting 
the developing countries offi cial debt-servicing payments, de-
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pending on the economic performance of each of them, or 
granting them a long period of deferral of the repayment of a 
major portion of their debt; supporting the appeal of the Unit-
ed Nations Conference on Trade and Development for reduc-
tion of debts to commercial banks; guaranteeing government 
support for market arrangements to assist in third-world debt 
settlement, including the formation of a specialized interna-
tional agency that would repurchase debts at a discount.

The Soviet Union favors a substantive discussion in multi-
lateral forums of ways of settling the debt crisis, including con-
sultations, under the auspices of the United Nations, among 
Heads of Government of debtor and creditor countries.

International economic security is inconceivable unless 
related not only to disarmament but also to the elimination 
of the threat to the world’s environment. In a number of re-
gions the state of the environment is simply frightening. A 
conference on the environment within the framework of the 
United Nations is scheduled for 1992. We welcome this de-
cision and are working to ensure that this forum produces 
results commensurate with the scope of the problem.

But time is running out, although much is being done in 
various countries. Here again I should just like to underscore 
most emphatically the prospects opening up in the process 
of disarmament – particularly, of course, nuclear disarma-
ment – for environmental revival.

Let us also think about setting up within the framework 
of the United Nations a center for emergency environmental 
assistance. Its function would be to send international groups 
of experts without delay to areas with a badly deteriorating 
environment. The Soviet Union is also ready to co-operate 
in establishing an international space laboratory or manned 
orbital station designed exclusively for monitoring the state 
of the environment.

In the general area of space exploration the outlines of 
a future space industry are becoming increasingly clear. The 
position of the Soviet Union is well known: activities in outer 
space must rule out the appearance of weapons there. Here 
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again there has to be a legal base. The groundwork for it – 
the provisions of the 1967 Treaty and other agreements – is 
already in place.

However, there is already a strongly felt need to develop 
an all-embracing regime that would be entrusted to a world 
space organization. We have put forward on more than one 
occasion our proposal to establish such an organization. 
[...] The entire system could function under the auspices of 
the United Nations.

The whole world welcomes the efforts of this Organi-
zation, its Secretary-General, Mr. Perez de Cuellar, and his 
representatives in untying knots of regional problems. I 
should like to elaborate on this. Paraphrasing the words of 
the English poet that Hemingway took as an epigraph for 
his famous novel, I will say this: the bell of every regional 
confl ict tolls for all of us.

That is particularly true since those confl icts are taking 
place in the third world, which already faces many ills and 
problems of such magnitude that is has to be a matter of 
concern to us all.

The year 1988 has brought a glimmer of hope in this 
area of our common concerns as well. That has been felt in 
almost all regional crises. On some of them, there has been 
movement. We welcome it, and we did what we could to 
contribute to it.

[...] The concept of comprehensive international secu-
rity is based on the principles of the United Nations Charter 
and is predicated on the binding nature of international law 
for all States.

Being in favor of demilitarizing international relations, 
we want political and legal methods to prevail in solving 
whatever problems may arise.

Our ideal is a world community of States which are based 
on the rule of law and which subordinate their foreign policy 
activities to law.

The achievement of that goal would be facilitated by an 
agreement within the United Nations on a uniform under-
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standing of the principles and norms of international law, 
their codifi cation with due regard to new conditions and the 
development of legal norms for new areas of co-operation.

In a nuclear age the effectiveness of international law 
should be based not on enforcing compliance but rather on 
norms refl ecting a balance of State interests.

In addition to the ever-increasing awareness of the ob-
jective commonality of our destiny, that would make every 
State genuinely interested in exercising self-restraint within 
the bounds of international law.

Democratizing international relations means not only a 
maximum degree of internationalization in the efforts of all 
members of the world community to solve problems; it also 
means humanizing those relations.

International ties will fully refl ect the genuine interests 
of the peoples and effectively serve the cause of their com-
mon security only when the human being and his concerns, 
rights and freedoms become the center of all things.

In that context, I should like to join the voice of my coun-
try in the expressions of high appreciation of the signifi cance 
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted 40 
years ago on 10 December 1948.

Today, that document retains its signifi cance. It, too, re-
fl ects the universal nature of the goals and objectives of the 
United Nations.

The most fi tting way for a State to observe the anniver-
sary of the Declaration is to improve its domestic conditions 
for respecting and protecting the rights of its own citizens.

Before I inform you on what specifi cally we have un-
dertaken recently in that respect, I should like to say the 
following.

Our country is going through a period of truly revolu-
tionary uplifting.

The process of Perestroika is gaining momentum. [...]
The theoretical work, a reassessment of what is happen-

ing, the fi nalization, enrichment and readjustment of politi-
cal positions have not been competed. They are continuing.
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But it was essential to begin with an overall concept, which, 
as now confi rmed by the experience of these past years, has 
generally proved to be correct and has no alternative.

For our society to participate in efforts to implement the 
plans of Perestroika, it had to be democratized in practice. Un-
der the sign of democratization, Perestroika has now spread to 
politics, the economy, intellectual life and ideology.

We have initiated a radical economic reform. We have 
gained experience. At the start of the next year, the entire na-
tional economy will be redirected to new forms and methods 
of operation. [...]

Undertaking such bold revolutionary transformations, 
we realized that there would be mistakes, and also opposi-
tion, that new approaches would generate new problems. We 
also foresaw the possibility of slow-downs in some areas.

But the guarantee that the overall process of Perestroika 
will steadily move forward and gain strength lies in a pro-
found democratic reform of the entire system of power and 
administration.

With the recent decisions by the USSR Supreme Soviet 
on amendments to the Constitution and the adoption of the 
Law on Elections, we have completed the fi rst stage of the 
process of political reform.

Without pausing, we have begun the second stage of this 
process with the main task of improving the relationship be-
tween the center and the republics [...].

A great deal of work lies ahead. Major tasks will have to 
be dealt with concurrently.

[...] Soviet democracy will be placed on a solid norma-
tive base. I am referring, in particular, to laws on the freedom 
of conscience, glasnost, public associations, organizations, 
and many others.

In places of confi nement there are no persons convicted 
for their political or religious beliefs.

Additional guarantees are to be included in the new 
draft laws that rule out any form of persecution on those 
grounds.
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Naturally this does not apply to those who have commit-
ted actual criminal offences or State crimes, such as espionage, 
sabotage, terrorism and so on, whatever their political or ideo-
logical beliefs. Draft amendments to the penal code have been 
prepared and are awaiting their turn. Among the articles being 
revised are those relating to capital punishment.

The problem of exit from and entry to our country, includ-
ing the question of leaving it for family reunifi cation, is being 
dealt with in a humane spirit. As the Assembly will know, one 
of the reasons for refusal of permission to leave is a person’s 
knowledge of secrets. Strictly warranted time limitations on 
the secrecy rule will now be applied. [...] This removes from 
the agenda the problem of the so-called refuseniks.

We intend to expand the Soviet Union’s participation in 
the human rights monitoring arrangements of the United 
Nations and the Conference on Security and Co-operation 
in Europe (CSCE). We believe that the jurisdiction of the In-
ternational Court of Justice at The Hague as regards the in-
terpretation and implementation of agreements on human 
rights should be binding on all States. [...]

Overall, this is our credo: political problems must be 
solved by political means only; human problems in a hu-
mane way only.

Let me now turn to the main issue without which none 
of the problems of the coming century can be solved: dis-
armament. 

International development and communications have 
been distorted by the arms race and the militarization of 
thinking. As the Assembly will know, on 15 January 1986 the 
Soviet Union put forward a program for building a nuclear-
weapon-free world. Translated into actual negotiating posi-
tions, it has already produced material results. Tomorrow 
marks the fi rst anniversary of the signing of the Treaty be-
tween the United States of America and the Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics on the Elimination of Their Intermediate-
Range and Shorter-Range Missiles – INF Treaty. I am there-
fore particularly pleased to note that the implementation 
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of the Treaty – the elimination of missiles – is proceeding 
normally in an atmosphere of trust and businesslike work. 
A large breach has thus been made in a seemingly unbreak-
able wall of suspicion and animosity. We are witnessing the 
emergence of a new, historic reality; a turning away from the 
principle of super-armament to the principle of reasonable 
defense suffi ciency.

We are present at the birth of a new model of ensuring se-
curity, not through the build-up of arms, as was almost always 
the case in the past, but on the contrary through their reduc-
tion on the basis of compromise. The Soviet leadership has 
decided to demonstrate once again its readiness to reinforce 
this healthy process, not only by worlds but also by deeds.

Today I can report to the General Assembly that the So-
viet Union has taken a decision to reduce its armed forces. 
Within the next two years their numerical strength will be 
reduced by 500,000 men. The numbers of conventional ar-
maments will also be substantially reduced. This will be done 
unilaterally, without relation to the talks on the mandate of 
the Vienna meeting.

By agreement with our Warsaw Treaty allies we have de-
cided to withdraw, by 1991, six tank divisions from the Ger-
man Democratic Republic, Czechoslovakia and Hungary and 
to disband them. Assault landing troops and several other 
formations and units, including assault crossing units with 
their weapons and combat equipment, will also be withdrawn 
from the groups of Soviet forces stationed in those countries. 
Soviet forces stationed in those countries will be reduced by 
50,000 men and their armaments by 5,000 tanks.

All Soviet divisions remaining for the time being on the 
territories of our allies are being reorganized. Their structure 
will be different from what it is now; after a major cutback in 
their tanks it will become clearly defensive.

At the same time we shall reduce the numerical strength 
of the armed forces and the numbers of armaments sta-
tioned in the European part of the Soviet Union. In total, 
Soviet armed forces in this part of our country and in the 



42

Mikhail Gorbachev 

territories of our European allies will be reduced by 10,000 
tanks, 8,500 artillery systems and 800 combat aircraft.

Over these two years we intend to reduce signifi cantly 
our armed forces in the Asian part of our country too. By 
agreement with the Government of the Mongolian People’s 
Republic a major portion of Soviet troops temporarily sta-
tioned there will return home.

In taking this fundamental decision the Soviet leadership 
is expressing the will of the people, who have undertaken a 
profound renewal of their entire socialist society. We shall 
maintain our country’s defense capability at a level of rea-
sonable and reliable suffi ciency so that no one tempted to 
encroach on the security of the Soviet Union and our allies.

By all our activities in favor of demilitarizing interna-
tional relations we wish to draw the attention of the inter-
national community to yet another pressing problem: the 
problem of transition from the economy of armaments to 
an economy of disarmament. Is conversion of military pro-
duction a realistic idea? I have already had occasion to speak 
about this. We think that it is indeed realistic.

[...] It would be useful to set up a group of scientists to 
undertake a thorough analysis of the problem of conversion 
as a whole and as applied to individual countries and regions 
and report to the Secretary-General of the United Nations, 
and subsequently for this matter to be considered at a session 
of the General Assembly.

Finally, since I am here on American soil, and also for 
other obvious reasons, I have to turn to the subject of our 
relations with this great country. I had a chance to appreciate 
the full measure of its hospitality during my memorable visit 
to Washington exactly a year ago.

Relations been the Soviet Union and the United States 
of America have a history of fi ve and a half decades. As the 
world has changed, so have the nature, role and place of those 
relations in world politics. For too long they developed along 
the lines of confrontation and sometimes animosity, either 
overt or covert. But in the last few years the entire world has 
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been able to breathe a sigh of relief, thanks to the changes for 
the better in the substance and the atmosphere of the rela-
tionship between Moscow and Washington.

No one intends to underestimate the seriousness of our 
differences and the toughness of our outstanding problems. 
We have, however, already graduated from the primary 
school of learning to understand each other and seek solu-
tions in both our own and the common interest.

The USSR and the United States have built the largest 
nuclear and missile arsenals; but it is those two counties 
that, having become specifi cally aware of their responsibility, 
have been the fi rst to conclude a treaty on the reduction and 
physical elimination of a portion of their armaments which 
posed a threat to both of them and to all other countries. 
Both countries possess the greatest and most sophisticated 
military secrets; but it is those two counties that have laid 
a basis for and are further developing a system of mutual 
verifi cation both of the elimination of armaments and of 
the reduction and prohibition of their production. It is those 
two countries that are accumulating experience for future 
bilateral and multilateral agreements.

We value this. We acknowledge and appreciate the contri-
butions made by President Ronald Reagan and by the mem-
bers of his Administration, particularly Mr. George Shultz.

All this is our joint investment in a venture of historic im-
portance. We must not lose that investment, or leave it idle.

The next United States administration, headed by Presi-
dent-elect George Bush, will fi nd us a partner who is ready-
without long pauses or backtracking – to continue the dia-
logue in a spirit of realism, openness and goodwill, with a 
willingness to achieve concrete results working on the agen-
da which covers the main issues of Soviet/United States rela-
tions and world politics.

I have in mind, above all, consistent movement towards 
a treaty on 50-percent reductions in strategic offensive arms 
while preserving the Treaty on the Limitation of Anti-Ballis-
tic Missile Systems (ABM Treaty); working out a convention 
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on the elimination of chemical weapons – here, as we see it, 
prerequisites exist to make 1989 a decisive year; and nego-
tiations on the reduction of conventional arms and armed 
forces in Europe.

I also have in mind economic, environmental and hu-
manistic problems in their broadest sense.

It would be quite wrong to put the positive changes in 
the international situation exclusively to the credit of the 
USSR and the United States. [...]

During the course of negotiations we are constantly 
aware of the presence of other major Powers, both nuclear 
and non-nuclear. Many countries, including medium-sized 
and small countries, and of course the Non-Aligned Move-
ment and the intercontinental Group of Six, are playing a 
uniquely important constructive role.

We in Moscow are happy that an ever-increasing number 
of statesmen, political, party and public fi gures and-I should 
like to emphasize this – scientists, cultural fi gures, represen-
tatives of mass movements and various churches, and activ-
ists of the so-called people’s diplomacy are ready to shoulder 
the burden of universal responsibility. 

In this regard I believe that the idea of convening on a 
regular basis, under the auspices of the United Nations, an 
assembly of public organizations deserves attention.

We are not inclined to simplify the situation in the world.
Yes, the trend towards disarmament has been given a 

powerful impetus, and the process is gaining a momentum 
of its own. But it has not yet become irreversible.

Yes, the willingness to give up confrontation in favor of 
dialogue and co-operation is being felt strongly. But it is still 
far from becoming a permanent feature in the practice of 
international relations.

Yes, movement towards a nuclear-weapon-free and non-
violent world is capable of radically transforming the politi-
cal and intellectual identity of our planet. But only the fi rst 
steps have been taken, and even they have been met with 
mistrust in certain infl uential quarters and face resistance.
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The legacy and the inertia of the past continue to be felt. 
Profound contradictions and the roots of many confl icts 
have not disappeared. And there remains another funda-
mental fact, which is that a peaceful period will be taking 
shape in the context of the existence and rivalry of different 
socio-economic and political systems.

However, the thrust of our international efforts and one 
of the key elements of the new thinking is that this rivalry 
should be given a quality of reasonable competition with due 
regard for freedom of choice and balance of interests. Then 
it would even become useful and productive from the stand-
point of global development.

Otherwise, if as in the past the arms race remains its ba-
sic component, this rivalry would be deadly. More and more 
people throughout the world – leaders as well as ordinary 
people – are beginning to understand that.

I conclude my fi rst address to the United Nations with 
the same feeling that I had when I began it – a feeling of re-
sponsibility to my own people and to the world community.

We are meeting at the end of a year which has meant so 
much for the United Nations and on the eve of a year from 
which we all expect so much.

I should like to believe that our hopes will be matched by 
our joint efforts to put an end to an era of wars, confronta-
tion and regional confl icts, to aggressions against nature, to 
the terror of hunger and poverty as well as to political ter-
rorism.

That is our common goal and we can only reach it to-
gether.

December 7, 1988
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Final Televized Address as President
of the USSR

Addressing you for the last time as President of the USSR, I 
fi nd it necessary to state my position with regard to the path 
we have embarked upon since 1985 – especially since contro-
versial, superfi cial and biased judgements abound.

Fate had decided that, when I became head of state, it 
was already obvious that there was something wrong in 
this country. We had plenty of everything: land, oil, gas and 
other natural resources, and God has also endowed us with 
intellect and talent – yet we lived much worse than people 
in other industrialized countries and the gap was constantly 
widening.

The reason was apparent even then – our society was sti-
fl ed in the grip of a bureaucratic command system. Doomed 
to serve ideology and bear the heavy burden of the arms race, 
it was strained to the utmost.

All attempts at implementing half-hearted reforms – and 
there have been many – failed, one after the other. The coun-
try was losing hope. We could not go on living like this. We 
had to change everything radically.

For this reason, I never regretted that I did not use my 
position as General Secretary merely to ‘reign’ for a few years. 
This would have been irresponsible and immoral.

I understood that initiating reforms on such a large 
scale in a society like ours was a most diffi cult and risky 
undertaking. But even now, I am convinced that the demo-
cratic reforms started in the spring of 1985 were histori-
cally justifi ed.

The process of renovating this country and bringing about 
fundamental changes in the international community proved 
to be much more complex than originally anticipated. How-
ever, let us acknowledge what has been achieved so far.

Society has acquired freedom; it has been freed politically 
and spiritually. And this is the most important achievement, 
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which we have not fully come to grips with, in part because 
we still have not learned how to use our freedom. However, a 
historic task has been accomplished: 

• The totalitarian system, which prevented this country 
from becoming wealthy and prosperous a long time 
ago, has been dismantled.

• A breakthrough has been made on the road to demo-
cratic reforms. Free elections, freedom of the press, 
freedom of worship, representative legislatures, and a 
multi-party system have all become realities.

• We have set out to introduce a pluralistic economy, 
and the equality of all forms of ownership is being es-
tablished. In the course of the land reform, the peas-
antry is reviving, individual farmers have appeared 
and millions of hectares of land have been allocated to 
the urban and rural population. Laws were passed on 
the economic freedom of producers, and free enter-
prise, shareholding and privatization are under way.

• Shifting the course of our economy towards a free mar-
ket, we must not forget that this is being done for the 
benefi t of the individual. In these times of hardship , 
everything must be done to ensure the social protec-
tion of the individual – particularly old people and 
children. 

We live in a new world:
• An end has been put to the Cold War, the arms race 

and the insane militarization of our country, which 
crippled our economy, distorted our thinking and un-
dermined our morals. The threat of a world war is no 
more. 

Once again, I should like to stress that I have done ev-
erything in my power during the transition period to ensure 
safe control over nuclear weapons.

• We opened ourselves up to the rest of the world, re-
nounced interference in the affairs of others and the 
use of troops beyond our borders. In response, we 
have gained trust, solidarity and respect.
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• We have become a major stronghold for the reorgani-
zation of modern civilization on the basis of peaceful, 
democratic principles.

• The peoples and nations of this country have acquired 
genuine freedom to choose their own way towards 
self-determination. The quest for a democratic re-
form of our multinational state has led us to the point 
where we were about to sign a new Union treaty.

All these changes demanded utmost exertion and were 
carried through under conditions of an unrelenting struggle 
against the growing resistance from the old, obsolete and re-
actionary forces – the former Party and state structures and 
the economic management apparatus – as well as our pat-
terns, our ideological prejudices, our egalitarian and para-
sitic psychology. The change ran up against our intolerance, 
a low level of political culture and a fear of change. That is 
why we have wasted so much time. The old system tumbled 
down before the new one could begin functioning. And our 
society slid into an even deeper crisis.

I am aware of the dissatisfaction with today's grave situa-
tion, the harsh criticisms of the authorities at all levels and of 
my personal role. But I would like to stress once again: in so 
vast a country, given its heritage, fundamental changes can-
not be carried out without diffi culties and pain.

The August coup brought the overall crisis to a breaking 
point. The most disastrous aspect of this crisis is the collapse 
of statehood. And today I watch apprehensively the loss of 
the citizenship of a great country by our citizens – the conse-
quences of this could be grave, for all of us.

I consider it vitally important to sustain the democratic 
achievements of the last few years. We have earned them 
through the suffering of our entire history and our tragic 
experience. We must not abandon them under any circum-
stances, under any pretext. Otherwise, all our hopes for a bet-
ter future will be buried.

I am speaking of this frankly and honestly. It is my moral 
duty.
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Today I want to express my gratitude to all those citizens 
who have given their support to the policy of renovating this 
country and who participated in the democratic reforms.

I am thankful to statesmen, political and public lead-
ers and millions of ordinary people in other countries – to 
all those who understood our objectives and gave us their 
support, meeting us halfway and offering genuine co-opera-
tion.

I leave my post with concern – but also with hope, with 
faith in you, your wisdom and spiritual strength. We are the 
heirs of a great civilization, and its revival and transforma-
tion to a modern and dignifi ed life depend on all and every-
one.

I would like to express my heartfelt thanks to those who 
stood by my side, defending the right and good cause over 
all these years. We certainly could have avoided certain er-
rors and done better in many ways. But I am convinced that, 
sooner or later, our common efforts will bear fruit and our 
peoples will live in a prosperous and democratic society.

I wish all the best to everyone.

December 25, 1991
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Twenty Years Since the Start of Perestroika

Three events in Russia’s history during the XX century were 
of paramount importance for Russia itself and for the rest 
of the world: the 1917 Revolution, victory over Nazism in 
the second world war – our Great Patriotic War – and Per-
estroika in the century’s fi nal quarter. 

Starting in 1982, three General Secretaries of the Com-
munist Part Central Committee died one after another – Leo-
nid Brezhnev, Yuri Andropov, and Konstantin Chernenko. 
The need for a generational change at the top of the power 
hierarchy was obvious to everyone. Society wanted change. 
The recurring theme in the assessment of the situation in the 
USSR was: We can no longer live like this. 

Indeed, a country that was immensely rich in both intel-
lectual and natural resources was unable to provide proper 
living conditions for its citizens. Unwieldy economy and the 
stranglehold of bureaucracy at all levels of government were 
impeding necessary changes. Lack of freedom was stifl ing 
the country. Stalinism and the system it created were being 
rejected at the level of the culture. 

On top of that, the increasingly stagnant economy was 
lagging behind in international competition. Growth rates 
were down. Productivity was less than one third of western 
levels in industry, and one-fi fth in agriculture. 

The Soviet economy was wasteful and cost-heavy. The 
quality of its products was up to world standards only in the 
military-industrial complex. 

The negative socio-economic, political and cultural pro-
cesses affecting the Soviet Union were weakening its foreign 
policy position. Changes were long overdue; postponing 
them was not an option. 

The rest of the world, too, needed major changes at a 
time when military alliances were at loggerheads and con-
frontation resulted in a dangerous arms race, particularly 
the nuclear weapons buildup; when regional confl icts were 
raging throughout the world; when the world’s most ur-
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gent problems such as backwardness, poverty and the global 
threat to the environment remained unaddressed; and when 
centrifugal tendencies were affecting the world socialist com-
munity. 

This confl uence of external and internal factors objec-
tively dictated the need for change. The policy of Perestroika 
and its philosophical foundation – the new political think-
ing – were a response to the problems facing not only the 
USSR but the rest of the world as well. 

On March 11, 1985, a plenary meeting of the Central 
Committee elected me General Secretary. This was done in 
the circumstances that made it abundantly clear that what 
was needed was not just the election of a new leader but 
moving toward a new leadership. 

There were several groups within the Central Committee. 
Some wanted to preserve the status quo. However, a group of 
relatively young members of the Soviet leadership, promoted 
by Yuri Andropov, and some members of the older genera-
tion understood the need for new leadership. 

Nor could the sentiment prevailing in Soviet society be 
ignored: people were highly critical of the leaders of the par-
ty and government who had been in charge. 

With the General Secretary often ill, I had had to substi-
tute for him at Politburo meetings. At the time, it was impor-
tant to avoid destabilization of the country. All that, as well 
as my experience in politics from 1955, when I graduated 
from the University, to 1985 – as youth organization leader, 
regional leader, and for seven years member of the top lead-
ership under Brezhnev, Andropov and Chernenko – turned 
out to be decisive.

* * *
For the Soviet Union Perestroika meant overcoming to-

talitarianism and moving toward freedom and democracy. 
Yet, this did not happen at once. 

We started with the illusory hope of ‘improving so-
cialism within the existing system.’ But toward the end of 
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1986, it had already become clear to me and my associates 
that renewal could not be achieved by hewing to the old 
approaches. 

Upon refl ection, we decided to take major steps to re-
form the system.  

We chose an evolutionary approach to reforming Soviet 
society on the principles of freedom, democracy and market 
economics – which, in effect, amounted to a social-demo-
cratic project. Its implementation was to result in harmoniz-
ing private and public interests, placing the human being at 
the center of our society’s development. 

The years of Perestroika brought about: 
– transition from totalitarianism to democracy;
– pluralism in politics and economics;
– affi rmation of the principles of freedom of choice and 

freedom of conscience and religion;
– acceptance of dissent;
– our country opened up to the world by adopting a 

law on freedom of movement, including freedom to 
leave;

– the republics, working together, drafted and prepared 
for signing a new Union Treaty. 

The attempted coup in August 1991, followed later by 
the agreement to dissolve the Union, broke off the process of 
Perestroika. What happened subsequently, during the 1990s, 
was based on a different strategy and different methods. 

Central to Boris Yeltsin’s plan was the idea of destruction: 
the breakup of the Union, ‘shock therapy,’ the kind of priva-
tization that amounted to plundering the nation’s wealth, 
etc. The result was ‘wildcat capitalism,’ chaos, and division 
of society. 

When I am asked whether Perestroika won or was defeat-
ed my reply is unambiguous: Perestroika won. Even though 
it was interrupted as a result two conspiracies, it brought the 
processes of change to a point from which a return to the 
past is no longer possible.  

Today, Russia is facing a moment of choice: 
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– either it will follow the inertia of the 1990s Yeltsin’s 
reforms, which broke down the state and the economy 
and impoverished tens of millions of people,

– or, based on the prerequisites created during the fi rst 
years of Vladimir Putin’s presidency, it will choose the 
path of truly democratic reforms that take account of 
its unique identity, its historic experience and cultural 
and intellectual potential. 

Which way the country goes must be decided in the near 
future.

* * *
While it changed our country’s internal dynamics, Per-

estroika also brought about fundamental changes in its for-
eign policy. This was not easy to accomplish, but we had 
enough patience, and the situation began to evolve for the 
better. 

Dialogue resumed and relations began to improve with 
the United States. A treaty was signed eliminating a whole 
class of nuclear weapons. It was the fi rst such treaty in his-
tory – and a fi rst step toward ultimately abolishing nuclear 
weapons, as I proposed on January 15, 1986. 

Hostility with China came to an end, and friendship 
with the great nation of India fl ourished. Arms reductions 
were agreed in the European continent. Under the infl uence 
of Perestroika profound democratic reforms started in the 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe. The USSR took a 
fi rm stand of non-interference. We remained faithful to the 
principle of freedom of choice for all without exception. 

Eventually, this made possible peaceful unifi cation of 
Germany in the interest of the Germans themselves and of 
the world. At the Malta summit in 1989 the leaders of the So-
viet Union and the United States declared that we no longer 
regarded our countries as enemies. A conference of all Euro-
pean nations in Paris adopted a Charter for a New Europe, 
whose main ideas are still valid. The doctrines of the military 
alliances began to change. 
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I think that the achievements of Perestroika were made 
possible by the fact that we had not erred in our analysis 
and evaluation of the situation in our country and in the 
world, in recognizing some fundamental truths and acting 
upon it. 

We recognized that the country was in need of major 
changes, and in the second phase of perestroika we conclud-
ed that the system had to be replaced. 

We recognized that, in addition to class, national and 
state interests, there were also the universal interest of hu-
manity, and that the main interest – ridding mankind of the 
threat of self-destruction – had the highest priority. 

We recognized that we were living in an interrelated and 
interdependent world in which no country could alone as-
sure its security and well-being. 

Hence, our fundamental strategic decisions, our com-
mitment to freedom, democracy, the rule of law, and to end-
ing the arms race and global confrontation. 

The lessons of that time are still relevant today, when 
the world is rapidly changing – indeed, in some ways it has 
changed beyond recognition. 

Today, just like twenty years ago, it is important not to err 
in the analysis of the situation and of its main trends.

 
* * *

We are facing a complex, contradictory and rapidly 
changing world. What are its defi ning features? 

They include:
– an even greater degree of interconnectedness and in-

terdependence and all that we call globalization – and, 
at the same time, failure to include billions of people 
in that process;

– the emergence in the world arena of new giants – Chi-
na, India, and Brazil – whose political and economic 
infl uence is increasingly felt throughout the world;

– a special role played by the United States as the sole 
remaining superpower;
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– the emergence of Europe, uniting and expanding, as a 
major positive factor;

– the democratic transition of Russia and the other 
post-Soviet states and, more generally, the global ad-
vance of democracy;

– fi nally, the adjustment of the Islamic world to the 
challenges of our time and the problems associated 
with this process. 

This, then, is the world in which we live and in which 
mankind is seeking responses to the main challenges of the 
XXI century: the challenge of security, the challenge of pov-
erty and backwardness, and the challenge of the global envi-
ronmental crisis. 

In the mid-1980s we saw as our main task and our high-
est priority preventing a nuclear confl ict and ending the 
arms race. We proposed new thinking as the alternative to 
the old approaches and, working together, we accomplished 
that most urgent task. 

Our new thinking was not an epiphany arising out of 
nowhere. It drew upon the fundamental principles of inter-
national law and international cooperation.  

I believe that today we need new thinking for a new 
age. It should absorb all that is valuable in the legacy of the 
XX century while at the same time taking into account the 
changes and the problems that we confront at the dawn of 
the new century, the defining features of the current phase 
in world developments that I have just outlined. 

I lay no claim to being able to formulate in every detail 
an updated version of new thinking. At my age such a preten-
sion would not be serious. But let me share with you some 
thoughts in this regard. 

Globalization: Yes, it is an objective and inevitable 
process. Yet, so long as it has done little or nothing for 
billions of people, the world is in serious jeopardy. We 
should pay attention to those who call for globalization 
with a human face and discern positive elements in their 
demands. 
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New centers of power: They should become organic and 
responsible participants in the global processes. Relations 
with them should be free of confrontation or attempts to 
isolate them or play geopolitical games. 

The role of the United States: Given its power, its dem-
ocratic traditions and cultural and economic infl uence, 
America can claim leadership – but this leadership should be 
exercised through partnership rather than domination. 

The uniting Europe: Its positive potential should be fully 
recognized, rejecting attempts to divide it into “new” and 
“old.” For its part, Europe needs to fi nd an optimum pace 
and format of integration, a model of building a Greater Eu-
rope both from the east and from the west. 

Democratic transition of Russia and other countries: It has 
proved to be more diffi cult and painful than many expected. 
We should trust the new democracies, understanding that 
they must fi nd their own way to a democratic society. No 
attempts should be made to impose democracy through any 
kind of interference, whether by military invasion or by im-
planting in their unprepared soil the economic models of 
advanced countries. 

The Islamic world: It needs understanding and respect. 
Prerequisites are emerging within it for adaptation to the 
rapidly changing world. It has tremendous human, histori-
cal and cultural potential. Over the past centuries it gave the 
world a great deal, enriching its science and culture. An eq-
uitable and mutually respectful dialogue with it is not only 
possible – it is the only way to go. 

Thus, we are facing a new world in which there is a great 
need for rethinking the role of the West in the global processes. 

Clearly, we need to act urgently:
– uniting our efforts in meeting the global challenges;
– overcoming the inertia in the minds of people, in pol-

itics, in governance, in conducting the affairs of the 
global world;

– developing a new strategy and generating the political 
will capable of addressing the world’s problems. We 



57

Speeches 

need a kind of global social compact on the principles 
of a new world architecture that would form the foun-
dation of nations’ life while preserving ethnic and cul-
tural diversity;

– creating an effective mechanism to implement agreed 
solutions to the world’s most urgent problems. A fi rst 
step in this direction could be a real mechanism to im-
plement the solemn pledge to allocate 0.7 percent of 
the developed nations’ GDP for assistance in fi ghting 
poverty. 

The most imperative need in the world today is to start 
working step by step for better governance at the national, 
regional and global level, starting with a real reform of the 
United Nations. 

There is broad understanding in the world of the need 
to move to a genuinely new world order, and of the need for 
leadership in this process. 

It is my profound conviction that we must break out of 
old-style, hopelessly outdated politics. We already live in a 
different world, and it keeps changing rapidly. We should no 
longer accept the fact that politics are lagging behind these 
changes. The price we are paying this failure is too high even 
now. 

What, then, is the world and the peace that we should 
strive for? Let me quote the words of President John F. Ken-
nedy. Speaking on June 10, 1963, at American University in 
Washington, he said:

“The most important topic on earth [is] world peace.
What kind of peace do I mean? What kind of peace do 

we seek? Not a Pax Americana enforced on the world by 
American weapons of war. Not the peace of the grave or the 
security of the slave. I am talking about genuine peace, the 
kind of peace that makes life on earth worth living, the kind 
that enables men and nations to grow and to hope and to 
build a better life for their children – not merely peace for 
Americans but peace for all men and women – not merely 
peace in our time but peace for all time. [...]
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Genuine peace must be the product of many nations, the 
sum of many acts. It must be dynamic, not static, changing 
to meet the challenge of each new generation. For peace is a 
process – a way of solving problems.”

The situation we face today is similar in its signifi cance 
for the destiny of humankind. It calls for new vision, a new 
kind of world politics, and greater political will and respon-
sibility.

Finally, let me remind you of John Kennedy’s words that 
a society that cannot help the many who are poor cannot 
save the few who are rich. Today this thought is fully appli-
cable on a global scale. We will have either a future for all or 
no future at all.

October 21, 2005
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9/11: Letter to the New York Times

My first reaction to the tragedy that struck America on 
September 11 was to send a cable to President Bush. I 
expressed my profound condolences and feelings of soli-
darity with the American people. This terrible crime was 
committed not only against America but against all hu-
mankind. It is now facing an unprecedented challenge. It 
is only by common efforts that we will be able to find the 
response to it.

The time will come to discuss problems such as the 
roots of fanaticism and violence and ways of dealing with 
them. What is needed now is to support the people of 
America, of New York and Washington, who will need a 
lot of courage and strength in the days ahead. The hour 
of trouble must not become an hour of despair. Ameri-
cans should know that in these days the Russian people 
are with them. We see that you are recovering from the 
shock and that, hard as it is, people are going back to their 
business and getting on with life. We have faith that you 
will not allow the terrorists to break your will or shatter 
your reason. This makes us confident that together we will 
be able to defeat this terrible evil.

September 14, 2001
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A Coalition for a Better World Order
(The New York Times)

In the past month, the world has witnessed something previ-
ously unknown: a common stand taken by America, Russia, 
Europe, India, China, Cuba, most of the Islamic world and 
numerous other regions and countries. Despite many serious 
differences between them, they united to save civilization.

It is now the responsibility of the world community to 
transform the coalition against terror into a coalition for a 
new, peaceful and just world order. Let us not, as happened 
during the 1990’s, miss the chance to build such an order. 

Concepts like solidarity and helping third world coun-
tries to fi ght poverty and backwardness have disappeared 
from the political vocabulary. But if these concepts are not 
revived politically, the worst scenarios of a clash of civiliza-
tions could become reality.

I believe the United Nations Security Council should take 
the lead in fi ghting terrorism and in dealing with other global 
problems. All the main issues considered by the United Nations 
affect mankind’s security. It is time to stop reviling the United 
Nations and get on with the work of adapting it to new tasks.

Concrete steps should include accelerated nuclear and 
chemical disarmament and control over the remaining 
stocks of dangerous substances, including chemical and bio-
logical agents. No amount of money is too much for that. I 
hope the United States will support the verifi cation protocol 
of the convention banning biological weapons and ratify the 
treaty to prohibit all nuclear tests. Both steps would reverse 
the Bush administration’s current positions. 

We should also heed those who have pointed out the nega-
tive consequences of globalization for hundreds of millions of 
people. Globalization cannot be stopped, but it can be made 
more humane and more balanced for those it affects.

If the battle against terrorism is limited to military opera-
tions, the world could be the loser. But if it becomes an integral 
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part of common efforts to build a more just world order, ev-
eryone would win – including those who now do not support 
American actions or the antiterrorism coalition. Those people, 
and they are many, should not all be branded as enemies. 

Russia has shown its solidarity with America. President 
Vladimir Putin was the fi rst foreign leader to call President 
Bush on Sept. 11. Russia has been sharing information, co-
ordinating positions with the West and with its neighbors, 
opening its airspace, and providing humanitarian assistance 
to the Afghan people and weapons to the Northern Alliance. 
This has been good policy. But we should bear in mind that, 
both in the Russian establishment and among the people, re-
action to it has been mixed. 

Some people are still prone to old ways of understand-
ing the world and Russia’s place in it. Others sincerely won-
der whether the world’s most powerful country should be 
bombing impoverished Afghanistan. Still others ask: We 
have supported America in its hour of need, but will it meet 
us halfway on issues important to us?

I am sure Russia will be a serious partner in fi ghting 
international terrorism. But equally, it is important that its 
voice be heard in building a new international order. If not, 
Russians could conclude that they have merely been used. 
Irritants in US-Russian relations – issues like missile defense 
and the admission of new members to the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization – will be addressed in due course. But 
they will be easier to solve once we have moved toward a new 
world agenda and a deeper partnership. 

Finally, it would be wrong to use the battle against ter-
rorism in order to establish control over countries or regions. 
This would discredit the coalition and close off the prospect of 
transforming it into a mechanism for building a peaceful world. 
Turning the coalition against terror into an alliance that works 
to achieve a peaceful and just world order would be a lasting 
memorial to the thousands of victims of the Sept. 11 tragedy. 

October 19, 2001
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Transforming Trust Into Trade 
(The New York Times)

Not only because of the recent summit in Ljubljana, but from 
my own discussions with both Vladimir Putin and George W. 
Bush, I have a new optimism about the future of relations be-
tween the United States and Russia. Unlike the hawks in Wash-
ington and Moscow who would like to put Russian-American 
relations on the foreign policy back burner, these two presi-
dents understand the importance of the relationship. 

Now, for the fi rst time in years the word “trust” has been 
heard in our dialogue. The predecessors of Mr. Putin and Mr. 
Bush shied away from that word out of excessive concern for 
their domestic political foes. But it was not just the word that 
fell into disuse; trust itself had begun to erode.

Something else was said at the summit: Russia and the 
United States are not enemies. Continuing to emphasize this 
truth is of crucial importance.

So, should we now just rejoice and wait for the new presi-
dents’ new style to be translated into concrete deeds? I don’t 
think so. We cannot afford to wait, because we have very little 
time to make things work – and also because it is only too 
clear that the words about trust and partnership are already 
being used by some in the United States as a rhetorical screen, 
with transparent and pernicious aims.

I am greatly worried by the attempts of some American 
commentators – in politics and in the press – to hinge the 
entire Russian-American relationship on two goals: deploy-
ing a missile defense system and enlarging the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization. The subtext is: if, to achieve these goals, 
we must sometimes talk nice to the Russians, let’s do so. The 
same pundits and politicians are equally blunt about consul-
tations with American allies and partners: we can talk, but in 
the end we shall do what’s good for us.

One would have to be very naïve to think that such a 
strategy would not be resisted. If this attitude were to become 
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United States policy, the Start 1 and Start 2 treaties would fall 
apart. Russia would put multiple warheads on its intercon-
tinental missiles. A new round of the nuclear arms race and 
of proliferation of weapons of mass destruction would be 
inevitable.

Instead of jeopardizing global security, we must pursue 
policies and fi nd solutions that are mutually acceptable. Such 
solutions cannot be found if security issues, important as 
they are, are the only item on the Russian-American agenda.

Perhaps the greatest failure during the 1990’s was that 
Russia and the United States did not lay a groundwork for 
business and trade. Our relations are much the worse for it – 
in contrast to those between the United States and China, for 
which economic ties act as a powerful stabilizer.

I am convinced that a breakthrough in Russian-Ameri-
can business relationships is possible in high technology, 
information and telecommunications, and science-based 
products. Of course, it is for the private businesses of the two 
countries to lead the way, but to get things off the ground, 
governments must act, and not necessarily through bureau-
cratic structures or commissions. The important thing is 
that our entrepreneurs should feel support, should see that 
obstacles are being removed.

Clearly, there must be major changes in the Russian econ-
omy: a favorable investment climate, stable and predictable 
taxation, a genuine effort to fi ght corruption. A start has been 
made. What’s primarily needed from the United States is a 
signal from the Bush administration that doing business with 
Russia is in the national interest of the United States. I under-
stand that, as agreed by the two presidents, a large delegation 
of American businesspeople will soon be visiting Russia. 

In Ljubljana, Mr. Putin and Mr. Bush agreed on a mecha-
nism for consultations on strategic stability. At their next sum-
mit, in Genoa, they should agree on how to give an impetus to 
trade and commerce between the United States and Russia.

June 30, 2001
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Take a Page from Kennedy 
(TIME)

 “The advance of freedom has made this the American cen-
tury,” declared Bill Clinton in a New York City speech this 
year. “God willing...we will make the 21st century the next 
American century.” Perhaps this was meant mostly for do-
mestic consumption, but I am wondering how the rhetoric 
rings in the rest of the world. Should America have the guid-
ing role in global development? 

Before considering that question, we should look back at 
another presidential speech, delivered 35 years ago at Ameri-
can University by John F. Kennedy. It was the height of the cold 
war, a year after the Cuban missile crisis brought the world to 
the brink of nuclear confl ict. Yet Kennedy spoke of peace: “a 
topic on which ignorance too often abounds and the truth is 
too rarely perceived.” The truth, as he saw it, was that “in an 
age [of nuclear weapons], total war makes no sense.” 

But what kind of peace should America seek? This was 
Kennedy’s answer: “Not a Pax Americana enforced on the 
world by American weapons of war...not merely peace for 
Americans but peace for all men and women.” Peace as “the 
product of many nations.” Kennedy spoke of world law and 
of strengthening the United Nations, rather than imposing 
the American system. 

This was a new vision of peace. The President proclaimed 
America’s willingness to re-examine its place in a world that 
had changed dramatically since World War II. He appealed 
for understanding and a similar attitude on the part of Soviet 
leaders, hoping that a new American approach would help 
them abandon prejudice, suspicion and propaganda. 

Kennedy’s appeal did not meet with the understanding or 
response that it deserved. Although a partial nuclear-test-ban 
treaty was soon signed, further progress stalled. The ideol-
ogy that shaped all Soviet policies assumed an irreconcilable 
struggle between the two opposing social systems. No one in 
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Moscow believed that the U.S. President was sincere, and his 
initiative ended with his assassination later that year. 

When I assumed leadership of the Soviet Union in the 
mid-1980s, I saw the same need that Kennedy felt two de-
cades before – and embarked on a path that we called the 
new political thinking. President Ronald Reagan responded, 
though not immediately, to our new approach, and together 
we began the work of ending the cold war. We both conclud-
ed that nuclear war could not be won and must never be 
fought – exactly what Kennedy had said. His legacy was in-
visibly present in the work done with Presidents Reagan and 
Bush, which began the process of nuclear disarmament. 

What followed, however, was often disappointing. After 
the break-up of the Soviet Union, the West could not resist 
declaring victory in the cold war, and the U.S. saw an oppor-
tunity to extend its infl uence to the former Soviet bloc. 

Does that mean that Kennedy’s insights and the principles 
of new political thinking are of little use at the threshold of 
the 21st century? I don’t think so. Even as business and com-
munications have become globalized, we see the rise of na-
tional consciousness. Even in the age of the Internet, nations 
are seeking to safeguard their unique cultural identities. 

The world is more complex and problem-ridden than in 
the 1960s. Many nations that were once backward techno-
logically  – including China, India and Brazil – are now in-
fl uential forces in economics and politics. Amid this diversity 
and complexity, should the U.S. claim global leadership? 

Many dispute that claim sharply. In fact, as globalization 
has widened the world’s wealth gap, poorer countries are 
blaming the rich, industrialized West for many of their ills. 

It was good to hear Clinton, in that New York speech, sa-
lute and reaffi rm U.S. commitment to the U.N. – particularly 
after a period of quite chilly relations with the organization. 
American leadership will be applauded when the U.S. uses its 
infl uence to help settle international confl icts, when it takes 
part in U.N. peacekeeping operations, when it opposes mili-
tant nationalism and global terrorism, when it works to pre-
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vent the spread of weapons of mass destruction, when it helps 
less-developed countries and speaks out for human rights. 

At times, however, Americans interpret their responsi-
bility in a different way – as giving them a right to decide 
for others, to impose American institutions and to promote 
the American way of life as something unrivaled in the past, 
present and future. This kind of leadership can hardly be a 
way toward world peace and stability. 

I have no intention of admonishing America. I am just 
saying that the world is, and should remain, a place of great 
diversity. The global neighborhood will not accept global 
uniformity. Think of this today, heeding John F. Kennedy’s 
speech of 35 years ago. 

August 3, 1998
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A President Who Listened 
(The New York Times)

I have just sent to Nancy Reagan a letter of condolence for 
the passing of Ronald Reagan. The 40th president of the 
United States was an extraordinary man who in his long life 
saw moments of triumph, who had his ups and downs and 
experienced the happiness of true love.

It so happened that his second term as president coin-
cided with the emergence of a new Soviet leadership – a co-
incidence that may seem accidental but that was in effect a 
prologue to momentous events in world history.

Ronald Reagan’s fi rst term as president had been dedicated 
to restoring America’s self-confi dence. He appealed to the tra-
ditions and optimism of the people, to the American dream, 
and he regarded as his main task strengthening the economy 
and the military might of the United States. This was accompa-
nied by confrontational rhetoric toward the Soviet Union, and 
more than rhetoric – by a number of actions that caused con-
cern both in our country and among many people throughout 
the world. It seemed that the most important thing about Rea-
gan was his anti-Communism and his reputation as a hawk 
who saw the Soviet Union as an “evil empire.”

Yet his second term as president emphasized a different 
set of goals. I think he understood that it is the peacemak-
ers, above all, who earn a place in history. This was consis-
tent with his convictions based on experience, intuition and 
love of life. In this he was supported by Nancy – his wife and 
friend, whose role will, I am sure, be duly appreciated.

At our fi rst meeting in Geneva in 1985 I represented a 
new, changing Soviet Union. Of course, the new Soviet lead-
ership could have continued in the old ways. But we chose a 
different path, because we saw the critical problems of our 
country and the urgent need to step back from the edge of the 
abyss to which the nuclear arms race was pushing mankind.

The dialogue that President Reagan and I started was dif-
fi cult. To reach agreement, particularly on arms control and 
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security, we had to overcome mistrust and the barriers of nu-
merous problems and prejudices.

I don’t know whether we would have been able to agree 
and to insist on the implementation of our agreements with 
a different person at the helm of American government. 
True, Reagan was a man of the right. But, while adhering to 
his convictions, with which one could agree or disagree, he 
was not dogmatic; he was looking for negotiations and co-
operation. And this was the most important thing to me: he 
had the trust of the American people.

In the fi nal outcome, our insistence on dialogue proved 
fully justifi ed. At a White House ceremony in 1987, we signed 
the intermediate-range nuclear forces treaty, which launched 
the process of real arms reduction. And, even though we saw 
the road to a world free of nuclear weapons differently, the 
very fact of setting this goal in 1986 in Reykjavik helped to 
break the momentum of the arms race.

While addressing these vital tasks, we changed the nature of 
relations between our two countries, moving step by step to build 
trust and to test it by concrete deeds. And in the process, we – and 
our views – were changing too. I believe it was not an accident 
that during his visit to Moscow in the summer of 1988 President 
Reagan said, in reply to a reporter’s question, that he did not re-
gard the perestroika-era Soviet Union as an evil empire.

I think that the main lesson of those years is the need for 
dialogue, which must not be broken off whatever the challeng-
es and complications we have to face. Meeting with Ronald 
Reagan in subsequent years I saw that this was how he under-
stood our legacy to the new generation of political leaders.

The personal rapport that emerged between us over the 
years helped me to appreciate Ronald Reagan’s human quali-
ties. A true leader, a man of his word and an optimist, he 
traveled the journey of his life with dignity and faced coura-
geously the cruel disease that darkened his fi nal years. He has 
earned a place in history and in people’s hearts.

 July 6, 2004
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What Made Me a Crusader
(TIME)

I’m often asked why I lead the International Green Cross. 
And the fi rst question is always about the 1986 nuclear ac-
cident at Chernobyl: was that disaster the defi ning moment 
for my concern about ecological issues? 

Chernobyl did have a tremendous impact on my thinking 
about the environment and nuclear weapons. But my under-
standing of the importance of the natural environment came 
much earlier. I am of peasant stock, and as a young man I 
worked on a collective farm in Stavropol. A large part of my life 
was spent on the land. I saw the effects of such problems as soil 
erosion, the spread of the deserts, and air and water pollution. I 
saw that man’s intrusions in nature were often imprudent and 
harmful to man himself. Acting as the master and even king of 
nature, man gave no thought to the consequences. But the con-
sequences came without fail – at once or a little later. 

When I came to Moscow in the late 1970s, I learned even 
more. As a secretary of the Central Committee and mem-
ber of the Supreme Soviet working for the natural resources 
commission, I saw how hasty construction and wasteful op-
eration of huge irrigation systems blighted the Central Asian 
region, destroying the Aral Sea and depleting the rivers Syr 
Darya and Amu Darya. In Russia, hydroelectric projects 
built with little thought for their consequences fl ooded mil-
lions of hectares of fertile land. A similarly careless approach 
to locating industrial projects jeopardized Lake Baikal, the 
world’s largest body of freshwater. 

Alas, man does not always learn from his mistakes. I was 
involved in the debate over redirecting the waters of Russia’s 
northern rivers to the south. 

Our reform policies – perestroika – gave scientists and 
activists a chance to challenge this project and show that it 
would not work. That put a stop to it. 

And then came the thunder of Chernobyl. During that 
accident’s fi rst days, many scientists – even some respected 



72

Mikhail Gorbachev 

ones – argued that it was “no big deal,” that we would get by. 
From day one, however, it was our policy to get to the bot-
tom of it. We decided that people must know the truth. The 
power of the atom had gone out of control, and it took the 
nation’s supreme effort to cope with it. It was a watershed in 
our understanding of many things. 

The new era of glasnost and free speech brought people’s 
concerns out into the open. Protests led to the emergence of 
a grass-roots environmental movement, which made us re-
view a number of decisions taken previously – not just on 
constructing new nuclear power plants but also on other proj-
ects that threatened the environment. In the late 1980s, the 
reformist government agreed to close hundreds of industrial 
facilities, despite the impact on the economy. When I came 
to the United Nations in October 1988, I brought a package 
of environmental initiatives. One of them called for creating 
a global non-governmental organization to help save the en-
vironment. Named the International Green Cross, at my sug-
gestion, it is based near Geneva and has affi liates in dozens of 
countries. Our main goal is to help set in motion a value shift 
in people’s minds. Our environmental education programs, in 
cooperation with the U.N. Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural 
Organization and several governments, aim at helping people 
understand a simple truth: man is not the master of nature but 
just a part of it. After all, the environment has existed for bil-
lions of years without man and could, in extremis, do so again. 
So this is the challenge: we need environmentally sustainable 
development if new generations are to succeed us on earth. 

Modern civilization has given decent living standards to 
people in advanced Western nations. But how do we assure 
economic well-being and human dignity for the rest of man-
kind without ruining the environment? This problem has no 
purely technological solution. A political and moral choice 
will have to be made. 

Green Cross organizations are developing specifi c pro-
grams of “environmental healing.” Among the most im-
portant is Legacy, an educational project that addresses the 
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environmental consequences of the cold war, including the 
discharge of toxic wastes by military bases and the stockpiling 
of chemical weapons. Another research initiative concerns a 
problem at the intersections of ecology, economy and poli-
tics: the issue  of fresh water. We recently brought to Geneva 
a group of water experts, many of whom predicted that this 
diminishing resource may ignite some of the next century’s 
most dangerous confl icts. 

The Green Cross is off to a good start, but the more I 
think about it, the more I realize that we are just at the begin-
ning of the road. Last March I attended a conference in Rio 
de Janeiro that took stock of what has happened in the fi ve 
years since the Earth Summit. There is very little to cheer. 
Governments are in no hurry to implement even the modest 
pledges made in 1992, even though the time we have to trans-
form our way of living is quickly shrinking. Still, I remain an 
optimist. I reject defeatism and frustration. But I also reject 
the view that things will somehow work themselves out. I am 
convinced that mankind can meet the environmental chal-
lenge if all of us join this cause, if all of us act.
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Nature Will Not Wait
(Green Cross International)

The fall of the Berlin Wall and the political storm that swept 
across the world a little over a decade ago was above all else a 
testament to the power of the human spirit to tackle adver-
sity. The Cold War had posed a threat to security, liberty and 
development everywhere, creating a seemingly insurmount-
able barrier between the peoples of the planet. Yet, the right 
mixture of human vision and courageous leadership brought 
this dark period in our history to a peaceful end. Today we 
are faced with another threat, already the cause of great suf-
fering for millions: the degradation of the environment. To 
meet this global challenge we again need a clear and unifi ed 
vision, determination and decisive leadership.

The impact and forecasts of global warming are wors-
ening; desertifi cation is advancing; deforestation and pol-
lution are endangering our ecosystems; and more than 1.2 
billion people do not have access to clean drinking water. We 
have seen environmental disasters with untold destruction 
of both human lives and nature: in the short term, during 
the past months there have been devastating fl oods across 
much of Europe and South Asia and the wreck of tankers off 
the natural treasures of the Galapagos Islands and Australian 
barrier reef; in the long term, vast areas of the Earth have 
been irrevocably scarred by the loss of ancient forests, mis-
management of river basins and contamination.

Many environmental experts warn these trends are 
now far too advanced for us to achieve real sustainability 
by means of gradual change; they believe we have 30 to 40 
years in which to act. Time is short and we are already lag-
ging behind.

While there are an increasing number of bold initiatives 
led by government and corporate leaders to protect the envi-
ronment, I do not see emerging the leadership and willing-
ness to take risks at the scale we need to confront the current 
situation. While there are an increasing number of people 
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and organizations dedicated to raising awareness and pro-
voking change in the way we treat nature, I do not yet see the 
clear vision and united front which will inspire humankind 
to respond in time to correct our course.

The example of the failure of leadership at the climate 
change talks in The Hague last November are disturbing. 
This failure lies at the hands of our political leaders, particu-
larly the United States which has not yet even ratifi ed the 
treaty, and, to a lesser extent, the business community which 
has increasing infl uence over government policies. Another 
worrying example of how we are going about things the 
wrong way is the increasingly closed nature of the annual 
World Economic Forum in Davos – isolating delegates and 
pushing other interest groups further from the mainstream. 
In The Hague and in Davos we saw divisions into camps: 
North versus South, and pro- versus anti-“globalizationists”.

This is a very grave situation. It is critical that we fi nd a 
way to bring about rapid, sweeping change of human con-
sciousness and actions worldwide – something that enables 
us to provoke a large-scale shift of course in a very short time. 
This cannot be achieved if we remain divided.

The end of the Cold War offers an example of people-
powered change that positively altered the course of history. 
We need a similar shift – a fundamental shift in values – to 
ensure that we do not miss this window of opportunity to 
save our beautiful planet, and ourselves. First among the 
threats we must face are those posed by nuclear and other 
weapons of mass destruction, the freshwater crisis, and the 
impact of climate change.

A new way of thinking, a new world order that is based 
more on justice and equality and less on profi ts is needed. 
We thought the fall of the Berlin Wall would usher this in, 
but instead a more complicated world has resulted and, more 
worrying still, we are now even seeing signs of a resurgence 
in militarization.

What can be done? What kind of leadership do we need? 
I consider 5 points to be vital in this respect:
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1. Reform the UN system in order to give more power 
for actions and the enforcement of UN decisions for peace 
and stability;

2. International Agreements, Conventions and Protocols 
relevant to disarmament, climate change, biodiversity, de-
sertifi cation, international watercourses, and others should 
be ratifi ed without delay, and implemented with courage 
and determination.

3. Environmental objectives should be integrated from 
the beginning into development planning and any form of 
economic activity;

4. Political leaders – and businesses – should acknowl-
edge and act on their responsibility to turn rhetoric into ac-
tion and achieve environmental compliance;

5. Reverse the decline of international development, al-
lowing developing nations to reduce their crippling debt, 
cover basic human needs, and access technologies to use ma-
terials and energy effi ciently, with a minimum of waste.

If nothing is done to achieve sustainability in the fi rst 
part of this new century, the prospects for humankind’s sur-
vival will diminish. Still, if I thought it were hopeless, I would 
not join you in the environmental movement as President of 
Green Cross International.

Nature is giving us all the signs we need to develop a 
common vision for the future; we must grasp this message 
and act now. Governments, individuals and business – Let 
us move together, with bold leadership, to solve the environ-
mental crisis. Nature will not wait. 
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Why the Poor Are Still With Us
(Global Agenda)

Poverty is a political problem, says Mikhail Gorbachev. There 
will be no development until we face up to its true causes – in 
Russia as much as in the developing world.

The new century has already provided much proof that – 
although we have entered a new, global era – we still live by 
old habits and outdated methods. The wave of hope that 
swept the world when we ended the Cold War has been re-
placed for many by disenchantment and despair. Global se-
curity and environmental crisis are both pressing problems 
of our age, yet poverty is also one of the defi ning challenges 
of this century.

The 1990s were marked by a hope that the challenge of 
poverty reduction would somehow resolve itself through the 
curative powers of the so-called Washington Consensus – the 
set of free market proposals imposed on developing econo-
mies by international fi nancial institutions.

The business community in general, and especially 
transnational corporations, strongly backed this approach, 
presumably with profi t margins in mind. But such a one-
sided approach never leads to much good: applying such a 
largely theoretical system has brought problems, primar-
ily to the developing world, though also to the developed 
world.

This is part of the reason why the opportunities which 
arose at the end of the Cold War have been largely squan-
dered. It has become clear that a new approach is needed.

Unfulfi lled promises
World leaders took an important step at the UN Mil-

lennium Summit in 2000, by expressing their political will 
to address the problem of poverty and by adopting specifi c 
measures to fi ght this scourge. Four years later, however, the 
goals set at that summit are little more than pious wishes for 
hundreds of millions of people throughout the world, par-
ticularly in Africa.
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The promises of increased development assistance, fair 
trade, improved market access and an easing of the debt burden 
of developing countries are not being kept. Concerned by this, 
Kofi  Annan, the UN secretary general, has proposed to hold a 
conference this year to review the situation at the highest level, 
in the hope that we will fi nally begin to make progress.

Yet it is clear to me that the efforts of politicians alone 
will not be enough to respond to the challenges that we 
face. What we need is the interaction of politics, business 
and civil society.

We addressed the problem of poverty at the 2004 annual 
assembly of the World Political Forum in Stresa, Italy. Our 
main conclusion was that poverty is, above all, a political 
problem. Today, when the world has enough resources and 
some proven and effective ways of fi ghting poverty, failure to 
solve this problem stems primarily from lack of political will. 
Instead of fulfi lling their commitments, the leading powers 
seem to be more interested in looking for a panacea.

Today, free trade and good governance are seen as a kind 
of magic formula. There is no doubt that both are important, 
as are prudent economic policies and respect for the laws of 
market economics. However, the emphasis on these indis-
putable truths seems too often to be no more than a pre-
text to shirk obligations, such as allocating 0.7% of GDP for 
development assistance (as agreed in principle by all OECD 
countries), while at the same time fi nding billions of dollars 
for major military operations and new weapons systems.

Poverty is also a political problem because, unless it is 
addressed, we will face a new division of the world, the con-
sequences of which will be even more dangerous than those 
of the divisions we overcame by ending the East-West con-
frontation. Dividing the world into islands of prosperity and 
vast areas of poverty and despair is more dangerous than the 
Cold War because the two regions cannot be fenced off from 
each other. Despair creates fertile ground for extremism and 
terrorism, to say nothing of migration fl ows, epidemics and 
new hotbeds of instability.
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Finally, poverty is a political problem because it cannot 
be separated from the problems of democracy, human rights 
and fundamental freedoms. Democracy and development 
are by no means incompatible. But where the problems of 
poverty remain without solution for decades, people become 
willing to sacrifi ce democracy in favour of authoritarian-
style politicians. This is what largely caused the rollback of 
the democratic wave that changed the world in the 1980s and 
early 1990s.

I am convinced that democracy cannot be imposed by 
tanks or pre-emptive strikes. In every nation it should be the 
result of its own evolution. Yet, more favorable prerequisites 
can be created for democracy: ending poverty is the essential 
condition.

Poverty is not just a third-world problem. The paradox 
of globalization as a blind process is that the gap between 
rich and poor has grown both among countries and within 
them, including those that are seemingly most prosperous. 
At the same time, we have seen the erosion of the middle 
class, rightly seen as the pillar of democracy.

A challenge for Putin
Unfortunately, Russia too has been affected by these 

processes, though its resources and possibilities should al-
low it to provide at least decent living conditions for all its 
citizens. Instead, the failure of the economic reforms of the 
1990s has put two-thirds of Russia’s population at or below 
the poverty line.

President Vladimir Putin singled out this problem from 
his fi rst days in offi ce. During his fi rst presidential term Mr 
Putin had to turn his attention primarily to overcoming the 
political and economic chaos that he inherited from his pre-
decessor. Not all of his actions were beyond dispute, but the 
dangers of social explosion and the country’s disintegration, 
which were real, have now been averted. Therefore new tasks 
have to be put on the agenda.

I would be disappointed if Mr Putin’s second presiden-
tial term were to focus on further consolidating power, while 
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letting the opportunity for a breakthrough in the country’s 
development slip away. Our society is ready to forge ahead. 
I feel that the business community is ready too, for it under-
stands that one cannot hope for sustained success in a poor 
country with a purely resource-based economy.

The challenges the world is facing today are daunting, 
but we should not panic. History is not preordained: it al-
ways leaves room for choices. A different world, and a more 
stable and secure world order are possible. Politics, business 
and civil society should work together to fi nd a path toward 
that goal.

January 2005
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Transcript of Gorbachev’s Interview
with Brian Lamb 
(PBS Booknotes)

BRIAN LAMB: Mikhail Gorbachev, why did you write this 
book [Memoirs]? 

MIKHAIL GORBACHEV (through translator): Everyone is 
writing books. I sometimes wrote – read books about per-
estroika and saw my name in those books, but the rest was 
totally false, stupid, silly, a lot of rumors, a lot of speculation. 
Some other books are quite serious, of course. I don’t want to 
overdramatize it but anyway, I thought that I am the princi-
pal witness and the principal person who bears responsibility 
for what happened, and I believed that it was important for 
me to explain my position about how I started reforms, why 
I came around to the view that reforms were necessary; why 
did I decide and how that decision emerged about reforms 
and how diffi cult the process was.  

So I thought that it is important to write a book about 
the time of perestroika because perestroika had far reaching 
consequences for my country and for the world. I cannot ac-
cept it when people speak but Gorbachev is silent. I had to 
speak out and I did that and I tried to avoid the temptation 
of the writers of many memoirs to prettify myself, to show 
myself in better light. I tried to keep within the facts. I have a 
lot of facts about various events, about all that happened and 
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about my relationship with various people in domestic and 
international politics. I could say a lot. I tried to write about 
the most important things. At fi rst I dictated 10,000 pages 
of material. Here, this book is equivalent to 1,000 pages of 
typewritten text.

LAMB: I notice that the German company Bertelsmann 
bought this book and now it’s published in the United 
States and – Doubleday. And that one of the fi rst countries 
you ever went to in your life, in 1966, was Germany and 
Berlin and you said it was an emotional experience for you. 
Why is that?  

GORBACHEV: Well, for us, relations that we have had 
with Germany after the war bore the imprint of what hap-
pened in the past, the war for which Nazism was respon-
sible, the bloodshed, the bloodbath in which our country 
and your country, too, was involved. Twenty seven million 
Russians and people of other nationalities of the former 
Soviet Union died in the war or in the camps or were killed 
in bombings, etc. That, given the fact that the gene pool of 
our country, whole generations were killed – for example, 
males born in 1922, ‘23 – only a few of them survived. So 
the war was an extremely painful experience and there-
fore building relations with Germany after such a tragedy 
– this is something that all of us had to do a lot of think-
ing about, we and the Germans, and a lot had to change in 
our country and in Germany. And when I visited, even the 
German Democratic Republic, the country that was our 
ally at that time, as a Russian, you know, my heart began 
to beat faster. There was that building of Reichstag, the 
burnt building of Reichstag. We saw that mound of earth 
over the Chancellory, the Brandenburg Gate, where there 
were those goose stepping soldiers – there used to be those 
goose stepping soldiers.  

And I remembered the war. I was 10 years old when 
the war started and the memory of a child remembers all 
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that, imprints all that. I remembered how the war started 
on a Sunday. Everyone was planning to go out and to have 
fun. The grownups had their own fun. We kids had our 
children’s fun and then suddenly stopped. All of us were 
gathered together in the center of our village, the village of 
Privolnoye, which is my birthplace, and we listened. There 
was no radio at home at that time so we were listening from 
the loudspeaker – a special loudspeaker that broadcast the 
speech of Molotov. That is how it began. And then we had 
very diffi cult years. So the war was a shocking experience, 
an upheaval, and it was diffi cult to get over that experience 
with Germany, even though in the history of our relations 
there’s a lot of periods of cooperation and of positive in-
teraction. But building a new relationship, a partnership of 
cooperation – that was a diffi cult process. And when I went 
there, I really, you know, watched all of it through a special 
perspective. 

I tried to understand and I remembered a lot. Never-
theless, we saw that Germans are people like us, that they, 
too, even then, understood the kind of tragedy that Na-
zism was for them and for the world, based on those de-
lirious ideas of race superiority, exclusivity, etc. So emo-
tionally it was a difficult experience. Politically, of course, 
it was, at that time, quite clear that things had changed. 
But emotionally that is difficult because other than our 
head, we have our heart.

LAMB: By the way, a couple of years ago when Richard Nix-
on was here for our book program like this, I asked him what 
his favorite town in the world was – or city and he said it was 
Istanbul in Turkey. How about yours? What’s your favorite 
city in the world?

GORBACHEV: Well, I would not want to do it this way. I 
really do not want to give all the praise to one city. I vis-
ited many cities. I’ve traveled throughout the world. I love 
Moscow, even though there were some years of neglect in 
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Moscow and some buildings in Moscow are very simplis-
tic, this kind of prefab construction. Today, Moscow, par-
ticularly its center, the historic part of Moscow, is being 
rebuilt. It is rising again and this is wonderful. I welcome 
this. It is a lot of joy to walk the streets of Moscow, the 
narrow lanes of Moscow. Those were the years of – when 
I was a student I first came to Moscow – I met Raisa in 
Moscow. 

Overall, in my life, I lived a quarter of a century in 
Moscow. Both my granddaughters were born in Moscow. 
So Moscow University, my young years, are connected with 
Moscow. On the other hand, St. Petersburg is also a won-
derful city – Kiev, Odessa, I have also visited many of your 
wonderful cities, really beautiful cities, big and small – San 
Francisco. Or I thought that, you know, Vancouver, the Ca-
nadian city of Vancouver, I thought that it was a town, but 
when I came I saw it was a city. It was a marvelous city with 
beautiful bays, with a nature that is similar to ours. And I 
could go on and on. I could speak about many wonderful 
cities that I visited, including Istanbul. Yes, I visited that 
city, too.

LAMB: You ... 

GORBACHEV: Perhaps sometimes the person – the indi-
vidual associates a city with some event, with some experi-
ence. On the other hand, there are such wonderful cities, 
like Paris, for example, or as I write in my memoirs, you 
walk the streets in that city and you walk the streets of 
Rome and you feel as though you are a part of history. 
Florence, when you look at that city from the hill and you 
feel the music of those tile roofs and it’s a wonderful, light 
city, a city of fl owers and music. So I would not single out 
one city and give all the praise, all the laurels to one city. 
That would be unfair. It is good there are many wonderful 
cities. It is the diversity that we have to protect, we have to 
preserve. 
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It would be terrible if someone tried – it would be stu-
pid if someone tried, once again, to steamroll the world 
to equalize everything into one model of society. We tried 
to force a Communist model of society on the people and 
tried to make people happy in this kind of barracks. Or, if 
someone tried to Westernize the entire world, that would 
be equally stupid. We must see the world as a diverse 
world with very different nations, very different histories, 
cultures. Now we have an opportunity after the end of the 
Cold War to build a very diverse world with all that mul-
tiplicity. 

Even though there are still dangers after the end of the 
Cold War, I hope that we will avoid the new division of 
the world. I hope we’ll take advantage of the opportunities 
because this is why we did what we did in working together 
with your country in overcoming, surmounting the barri-
ers, the terrible barriers that we had to overcome; not only 
those mountains of weapons, but there were the mountains 
of lies about each other that we had to set aside – the stereo-
types. When people met, then they saw that all of us are the 
same in that we want to live, we want to enjoy life, and I’m 
very glad I recently – on this visit, I have been to eight states 
of the United States and I had some very private meetings 
and I once talked to 20,000 people – to a group of 20,000 
people and there was enormous interest, many questions. 
People are very open minded, and they applaud the fact that 
they can now breathe after this sword of Damocles – the 
nuclear sword of Damocles had been averted. But people, 
again, are also worried because we see some kind of play-
ers – you know, you started on this question, but, of course, 
I went on to contemporary politics. Of course, my book is 
more about past events. But you cannot divide the past and 
the present.

LAMB: You just told us earlier that you dictated some 
10,000 pages of material. When did you start dictating? 
And then how did you put the book together? There’s a 
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preface in here by Martin McCauleu from the University 
of London. What role did he play in putting the book to-
gether?

GORBACHEV: No. No. He only participated in the editing 
of the English edition, trying to make the book more con-
cise, so some ideas about the structure of the book. But the 
book is mine. All this book was done by me. Many people 
helped me because it takes a lot of work to complete this 
book, but the main burden of the work was mine and I had 
to decide eventually about what kind of book it’s going to 
be, what will be left out of the initial 10,000 pages, what will 
be left in the German edition, what will be in the English 
edition, and fi nally, this English edition was born after a 
good and friendly cooperation, but sometimes we had a lot 
of debate – a lot of sharp debate because those people who 
know publishing – they said that I should produce a more 
concise edition for English and American readers. I eventu-
ally agreed, but I disagreed with some other suggestions. 
I am a democratically minded person, but eventually the 
decisions I take myself. It’s my decision.

LAMB: Before we started you said that the gentleman doing 
the translation for both of us, Pavel, helped you on the book. 
I want to show the audience what he looks like and they’ll 
remember him. They can see it on the screen right there. He’s 
there on the monitor. And he is now translating my English 
to your Russian and then when you speak, he translates your 
Russian to my English. Do you think that when you have a 
translator, which we all need when – most of the time when 
language is – does that cut down on the ability to communi-
cate as well as we should?

GORBACHEV: Well, what can we do? I don’t want us all to 
speak one language. I don’t want us to abandon all the other 
languages. I cannot agree with having in the world some kind 
of superculture and all the other cultures to be subordinate 
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to it. That would be very dangerous. We want a united world 
and the world is globalizing. The world is getting smaller. 
We, today, see things in real time because of the communica-
tions media, television, etc., etc. 

But we should preserve the diversity and the multiplic-
ity that exists in the world. In nature it’s very important, but 
similarly in the human world, in the world of nations, people 
should meet, people should work together. That’s a source 
of great happiness, of course, and diversity, too, should be 
preserved. It should not be the kind of Communist barracks 
which some people wanted to create because barracks is still 
a prison, a big prison. And prison – one feels bad in prison 
always. And therefore, we should preserve languages and 
there should be translation, therefore. I am sorry that, at a 
time when we didn’t have enough time during the war and 
later to study languages, I studied German a little bit, but 
because of lack of time, I didn’t have a chance to learn any of 
the foreign languages. 

And I regret that because translation can constrain you. 
Translation can constrain because I tried to elaborate. I am 
a temperamental person, I come from the South, and then I 
have to stop and listen to the translation. And the translator 
has to keep pace with me. When one speaks to a person and 
looks that person in his eyes, I prefer that. So I’m sorry that 
I don’t know foreign languages that my generation – many 
people didn’t have a chance to learn those languages. But I 
would say that Pavel, my translator – I would like to say to 
the others what I said to you. He worked for many years as a 
diplomat in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He spent a few 
years working with Mr. Shevardnadze, the foreign minister. 
He had worked before that as interpreter in the UN sec-
retariat in New York, the city that he loves very much and 
he is saying that this is the best city in America. And then 
when I became general secretary and then president, all my 
contacts over the past 10 years, including after I stepped 
down, have been through him and I value very much his 
wide range in knowledge because I have to discuss things 
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that are very complex – political and philosophical things 
that are quite complex, and, therefore, I need a person who’s 
not just an interpreter, but a person who has wide ranging 
knowledge in the various subjects. And he is that kind of 
person. And he is also a person who can work very, very 
hard. It’s amazing.

LAMB: When we watched you, when you were the leader of 
the Soviet Union, we always wanted to know if you under-
stood any English and whether or not in the meetings you 
could understand President Reagan or President Bush at all. 
Do you understand English?

GORBACHEV: To some extent, yes. When one meets with 
people often and when you talk about things and being 
translated, you begin to learn. It’s a kind of teaching pro-
cess and at some point I began to feel that I’m beginning 
to understand the point, the main content. Of course, not 
those matters that require great precision where positions 
are being laid out. That requires very precise translation 
and precision in translation; really defi nes the consequenc-
es, the implications – political consequences. But in terms 
of human give and take, yes, at some point, I started to un-
derstand certain things, to get certain phrases and words. 
We were driving here in the car in New York and I asked my 
colleague, who accompanies me, Dr. Likhotal, who knows 
English quite well, and I was reading various signs and I 
tried to translate or understand some of those signs. And 
then I said, “You know, I already know quite a few English 
words,” and the diffi culty is that it’s not like in Russian or in 
German you can read easily. 

But in English sometimes you write Liverpool, but you 
should read Boston. But I can already read some and un-
derstand some and I said, “I have quite a few English words 
already.” And he said, “Well, the next phase, of course, is to 
connect all those words.” Yes, to connect is more diffi cult. 
It’s probably too late to start. But I have an interest in lan-



91

Interviews 

guages. For example, in Germany, since I studied German 
when I was younger and even read German, unfortunately 
later I had no chance for 20, 25 years to use the language, 
but in Germany when I go there, the next day – two, three 
days afterwards I begin to understand a lot and to speak a 
little. So it’s that way.

LAMB: You mentioned Raisa, your wife, Mrs. Gorbachev, 
earlier, and you mention in the book that it took her two 
years to recover her health after the coup. I want to ask you – 
how is she today? And what is she doing today?

GORBACHEV: Well, it is true that probably I am more solid 
physically and in terms of my nervous system. Men, unlike 
women, are different. Friedrich Engels said that women are 
a different civilization. They are more sensitive and to me, 
to a person who was steeped in politics – I spent 40 years in 
politics – that’s a real ordeal – and not all can go through 
this. I was able to endure. I was able to avoid panic. I never 
panicked in any situation. Whatever the danger, I always 
tried to concentrate and to think about a solution to any 
problem. As for her and our daughter, she took our isolation 
during the coup very hard and that affected her health and 
her strength. And it took her two years, indeed, to recover, 
to start traveling with me, and she does. I want her to be 
with me because she is the person who is probably the most 
important person in my life. She gives me a lot of support 
and, of course, those who say that she took decisions for 
me – that, of course, is not true. She was far from politics. 
But she is a very educated person and it so happens that we 
have always been together and supported each other. We are 
close, not only personally intimate but we are also friends 
intellectually. This is the way it was and is. 

Today she is working on some charitable programs with-
in the Gorbachev Foundation because today the situation in 
Russia is diffi cult and people from other countries try to help 
and we appreciate this. Of course, what Russia needs most is 
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not so much charity but cooperation based on ground rules, 
based on real partnership. But there are some people in Rus-
sia who have been hard hit by the current situation – the 
recent situation. And the humanitarian charitable assistance 
that we receive is only to be welcomed. I really believe that 
this is something that the American people can do very well. 
And I appreciate it very much. I like this very much. I think 
that without this feature of the American character, which 
I think is very spiritual, without this a nation cannot really 
work. 

And in America, this works very much. And the fact that 
people here came from different places, different continents 
and they understood that they should, of course, take the 
initiative but they also should help each other. And that, I 
think, created this morality of mutual help – initiative on the 
one hand, but solidarity on the other hand toward those who 
cannot make it. So this is what she’s doing, and right now she 
is working actively with the patriarch of the Russian Ortho-
dox Church and they are working hard to make sure that the 
assistance that we receive from other countries really goes to 
those who are in need. We found that initially some people 
whose hands are not clean tried to do business, to make a 
profi t from this charitable assistance and they actually sold 
at a profi t some humanitarian shipments. 

And, therefore, my foundation, even though mostly it is a 
think tank and it is a research center on political science and 
international relations, we also have a special group within 
the Gorbachev Foundation that helps those who’d like to 
give this kind of assistance. And we cannot do everything, 
but we’re working together with a number of humanitarian 
organizations because they trust us, because they know that 
people who work with Gorbachev are good and decent peo-
ple, people with a good conscience, people who were with 
me through thick and thin. So Raisa is doing this, too.

LAMB: You say that your hobby – both of your hob-
bies early in your life was reading, and I’d be interested 
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in knowing what kind of books you read [...] in your ear-
ly years [...] in your library. And you even said that your 
daughter, Irina, read almost all the books, all the Russian 
classics and all in your library. What kind of books did you 
read early?

GORBACHEV: First of all, you ought to know that this is 
really our great hobby and, because of this, we have an enor-
mous library. We have been buying books all our life. We 
have in our library a lot of fi ction, a lot of books about his-
tory and philosophy, because Raisa had a PhD in philoso-
phy, a lot of material of a reference kind. So my library is of 
great help to me. It helps me out in diffi cult situations. We 
have the Encyclopaedia Britannica and we use it because our 
daughter speaks English and Raisa can read a little English, 
so we use that as a source. So we do have a big library. My 
hobby particularly is Russian fi ction, but also European and 
American classics. 

I have read many of the books by your writers – Theo-
dore Dreiser, Scott Fitzgerald, to say nothing of Mark Twain 
and Jack London – and I could go on and on. And I read 
them; I read more than one book by each author. If I started 
reading Jack London, I wanted to read all that he wrote. I 
also like European fi ction. I read many books by European 
authors, fewer books by Asian authors. I would say I read 
some books on Eastern history and philosophy. I like books 
on history. I like historical fi ction, memoirs. I have a lot of 
books, a lot of memoirs; read them all, and I sometimes go 
back to those books. Recently, for example, I started to reread 
Dostoyevsky, particularly “The Possessed,” “The Karamazov 
Brothers.” And there’s a lot there that’s extremely instructive. 
I am amazed at the magnitude of that writer, and he was able 
to render human sufferings and he really was on a quest to 
study the human soul. 

And I think he is probably the best on that score. Tol-
stoy, Chekhov, too, are great writers; it’s amazing what they 
can do. And I continue to read a great deal. We used to be 
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a closed society ideologically – very closed, controlled soci-
ety. And that meant that even well educated people did not 
get a chance to read some of the – many of the books of 
Russian philosophers because the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union did not like it because our ideologues did not 
like those philosophers. But when we began perestroika, we 
very quickly published 30 volumes of all the philosophers of 
pre – revolutionary Russia. And I have those 30 volumes, and 
I read a lot by them. 

They were great minds: Ilyin, Solovyov, Berdiayev. They 
said a great deal of what today we are only rehashing. So 
sometimes we are reinventing the wheel. That is our prob-
lem. We reinvent the wheel. We sometimes think as though 
there were no thinkers before us, and that can be tragic. 
We really have to go back to those thinkers and writers. 
It’s very important that whatever we say about TV – it’s 
important, of course, but books should not be replaced by 
anything, by TV or something, because the books make it 
possible to think more deeply. Probably American audi-
ences will say, “Well, Gorbachev knows that we’re reading 
less than we used to.”

Well, I know that in all countries people are spending more 
time watching TV than reading. But still, I think that books 
will continue to exist. There will be books. Television has a 
role, of course. Television has a role in terms of, you know, al-
lowing people to spend time at leisure. But in terms of forma-
tive work for the individual, it’s very important to read books.

And I read also detective stories, crime stories. I like 
them. James Hedley Chase, George Simenon and some 
othe r writers, Agatha Christie. So I’m quite curious.

LAMB: You mention that perestroika might have started for 
you in an event in which a well known American attended – 
a couple of them – Arthur Miller, Peter Ustinov and Alvin 
Toffl er, and there were others that you listed, but those are 
the three that our audience would recognize the most. What 
was that event? Because Alvin Toffl er has often been men-
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tioned in this country by the speaker of our House of Rep-
resentatives, Newt Gingrich, as one of the people that he has 
followed, his idea. [ …] What happened at that meeting that 
led to some perestroika? 

GORBACHEV: Well, that was a meeting of people who are 
very respectable, very credible. And we had people also from 
our country there; for example, the famous writer Chin-
giz Aitmatov and other people. Also, Federico Mayor, who 
is now the head of UNESCO. We had a number of people 
from Italy representing Italian culture. We had also Alexan-
der King from the Club of Rome. We had some Asian think-
ers – people with a very broad vision. I don’t remember all 
of those names, but it is true Chingiz Aitmatov, who is my 
friend, asked me to meet with those people, and he said, 
“Well, it will be just a brief meeting.”

But we spent several hours together in my Kremlin of-
fi ce. It was a fascinating conversation for all of us. And dur-
ing that meeting, when I was listening to them and when I 
also became involved in that discussion, I saw that we were 
thinking about the same things. We said that we had al-
ready entered upon a new world that we should understand 
that it’s a very different world, that it’s a world where we are 
threatened by nuclear weapons and also by environmental 
deterioration. We live in a world where the economy is glo-
balizing, in an information age, and so we are, more than 
ever before, in one boat together. Of course, nations have 
their own interests, but those interests cannot be realized – 
they cannot be realized properly if you don’t understand 
that the world has changed. 

And therefore, the universal values become more im-
portant. They gain priority over the national interests. And 
it was then that I said that the values common to all of 
mankind is something that we need to emphasize, is some-
thing that should be our guidepost, our lodestar, in build-
ing our philosophy and building our policy and in prepar-
ing our action. At that time, to say so meant that the general 
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secretary was saying something that was very unorthodox, 
unconventional. But they transcribed our talk and they 
published what I said. And in the Soviet Union, the think-
ing people, particularly those who were associated with the 
Marxist philosophy and ideology – people were shocked. 
Some were mildly shocked and others were very shocked. 
They said, “Well, this General Secretary Gorbachev is say-
ing things that are heresy.”

And I used this, as I sometimes did; I used Lenin, because 
I read a lot of Lenin and I felt that sometimes he was right, 
but sometimes he violated the truth because of political and 
ideological considerations. I read Lenin in a new way, not in 
the way I read him when I was a student. I was general sec-
retary. I was in Lenin’s shoes, in a way. And I used one of the 
quotations from Lenin. Lenin said one day that the proletar-
iat sometimes must subordinate its interest to the interests 
of the nation as a whole. And that reference to Lenin made it 
possible to smooth the reaction. But people said, “Well, he’s 
saying something incredible. This general secretary is saying 
something unbelievable.”

But what was at that time incredible to many of us, of 
course, had already been said by Einstein. Einstein said that 
nuclear weapons changed everything but, unfortunately 
the human mind had not changed. “Our thinking,” he said, 
“has not changed, even though the survival of mankind is 
at stake.” And therefore, I think that Alvin Toffl er is right in 
many of his writings. I recently read the translation of “The 
Third Wave” by him and his wife, and Speaker Gingrich 
wrote a preface to that book. And it’s extremely interesting, 
because they speak about the human civilization, which is 
entering a new phase of its development. And we must fi nd 
a way to adjust to it. We cannot stop the process of the evo-
lution of our civilization. 

If we do not adjust, if we do not understand both the 
positive aspects and the dangers, if we do not change our be-
havior, our action, that could be very dangerous. We should 
understand how civilization is evolving. If we do so, then we 
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will be able to take advantage of the positive aspects and to 
limit the negative aspects of those changes. I think he pro-
vides very interesting illustrations to that and I agree with 
him. In America, I think it’s wonderful that many books have 
been published that are extremely interesting. For example, 
some economists have published books that question the 
entire paradigm of the development of laissez faire society, 
laissez faire economics. 

Those are people who really think freely. They are free 
thinkers. They’re not like cowboys. I don’t want, of course, to 
offend cowboys. I like cowboys. But what I mean is that they 
are not cowboys, but they are putting things very starkly. And 
I am thinking also not only of Alvin Toffl er but of others. 
So my feeling is, we should not put spokes in the wheel of 
the development of civilization. And we decided that one 
day, people who had met then, including Peter Ustinov and 
some others, that we will meet again. This year, we wanted 
to meet, but we were not able to. But we will defi nitely meet 
with some of them. 

That conference was called Issyk Kul Forum because that 
conference of intellectuals was held near Lake Issyk Kul in 
Kyrgyzstan. So we’d like to have Issyk Kul II. And the pres-
ident of Kyrgyzstan has already invited us to come and to 
talk, to have another discussion. But we want to prepare, to 
prepare well. We want this discussion to culminate in some 
kind of paper, of an appeal to mankind by people who, it so 
happens, are particularly sensitive to what is happening and 
who will be able to speak out and to say something impor-
tant to mankind.

LAMB: I don’t know whether you can answer this or not, but 
you’ve been in the United States a lot and you’ve observed 
our political system. If you lived in this country, do you have 
any idea if you would be a Democrat or a Republican?

GORBACHEV: Well – my God – you fi rst have to sort out 
whether there is a real difference between the two parties. 
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Frankly, I see no big difference between them. Perhaps now 
some difference is emerging, perhaps. I think that I am a 
democratic person. My nature is democratic. My experi-
ence of working and interacting with the Americans was 
working with two Republican presidents, and I must say 
that we were able to work together, to cooperate. We were 
able to go very far. And I will not recount all of that; you 
know very well that my opinion of President Reagan is very 
high, even though he is a Republican traditionalist, per-
haps I can say, and he represents the Republican Party right 
wing. But it was this president, President Reagan, who re-
ally, I think, understood that he had to do something and 
even to buck the trend. And therefore, I can only say that 
I am committed to democracy, and within the old system 
that we had when I was in politics, this is something that 
people recognized. 

I had this fame. Well, it’s not a question of fame, but I 
was recognized as a person whose style and whose thinking 
are democratic from the start; from my very young years, I 
was like this. So maybe that’s my nature. I come from a peas-
ant family. I come from the soil. From my young years, I saw 
a great deal; I’ve worked a great a deal. I know what it is to 
earn one’s bread, to earn one’s salary. I know what it is to 
build a home; for a peasant, it’s not simple. And I must say, I 
had a talk with Tom Brokaw here and we talked about land, 
because he comes from the heartland, from South Dakota. 
He worked on the combine, on the harvesting combine. And 
we started to, you know, discuss this and talked about our 
memories. And I said that I don’t forget where I come from. 
To me, this is the most important moral test, and I have nev-
er forgotten that I come from working people, from simple 
people. 

And you know Speaker O’Neill? I recently heard from 
a friend of Speaker O’Neill, whom you probably know. He 
was a very colorful politician who was one of the fi rst Ameri-
can visitors whom I saw in Moscow when I became general 
secretary. His friends told me that Speaker O’Neill, when he 
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spoke about people, he said, “I have a very important test. 
This man has not forgotten where he comes from. When a 
person doesn’t forget where he comes from, that’s very im-
portant.” And from that standpoint, I can say I don’t forget 
where I come from, and that probably is the foundation of 
my democratic spirit. 

What I did, what Raisa did – we come from working 
families – we took advantage of the opportunities that ex-
isted in the Soviet period for such people; we were able 
to take advantage, and this is our life, despite all of the 
tribulations and problems inherent in that Soviet system. 
You know, you cannot just say, “Well, it was a bad system 
and, therefore people could do nothing and what people 
could do didn’t matter.” No. The first thing is that you 
have a life. 

You have a life and you have to live this life. You have to 
continue the human race. And this is what people do, even in 
the most diffi cult conditions, in the most diffi cult situations, 
under the most harsh regimes. And we had a very harsh re-
gime. So the lessons of those generations that lived under 
that old regime and that developed the country, that indus-
trialized the country under that whole regime, that created 
our science, our education system, that created opportuni-
ties and access to education for all, despite the incomes and 
status of those people, this is something that you cannot ne-
gate. You cannot throw out one word from a song, and you 
cannot negate what actually happened. 

But, by the way, that old system, by giving people those 
opportunities, created the prerequisites and the forces that 
eventually buried that system because we, the better educat-
ed people, people of my generation and people of the gen-
erations that followed, we had education, we had knowledge, 
but we could not realize our potential. The system was really 
fettering our potential. So the system in that way created pre-
conditions for its own demise. And that is because it was in 
confl ict with the culture and with the education and with the 
intellect of the people.
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LAMB: Has there ever been a time in history – in Russian 
history that a former top leader like you has ever been able 
to write a book and travel the world and talk about their life 
when they were leader?

GORBACHEV: No.

LAMB: No? Never in history?

GORBACHEV: Nikita Khrushchev was under house arrest, 
and he wrote his memoirs in secret and he was not able to 
publish them in the Soviet Union. And, of course, he was 
not able to leave the country or even to leave Moscow. And 
I once joked that it is known that 128 groups of mountain 
climbers climbed Mount Everest; one third died. But 40 per-
cent of those who died died during descent. I mounted and 
climbed Mount Everest, and then I descended from Mount 
Everest politically and I am still active. And in that sense, 
this too is a kind of a revolution that is associated with 
Mikhail Gorbachev. Many people in Russia say that while 
Gorbachev is in Russia, while Gorbachev is there despite 
all the problems that are being created for him, despite the 
information blackout to which he is subjected, if he is still 
here, if he is not leaving Russia, this is very important for all 
of us. This is an important reference point. So when people 
ask me, “Would you like to move, to go to live abroad? Why 
involve yourself in the struggles, in proving again to those 
reactionaries or to the current authorities, to the rulers of 
Russia, who I don’t think – who they say don’t deserve you, 
why do that? Go abroad.” No. I don’t do that. Of course, 
I travel abroad, but I live in Russia. This is my country. This 
is my land. This is my fate. I will not go anywhere because 
this is my moral principle. 

Last year, I buried my mother. She died when she was 
with us in Moscow. We were providing treatment for her. 
She was 84 years old. But despite all the problems and dif-
fi culties of our life now, I did my best. And then when she 
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died, I took her body to my native village, and she lies where 
my father lies, in this land where she was born, where she 
lived all her life. This is very important for me. She also 
wanted to be buried near my father. So I can say that hu-
man beings are human only when they are not regarded as 
some – don’t regard themselves as some will o’ the wisp or 
dust in the wind.

LAMB: You say that an interview you had with Time maga-
zine and then with French television were the fi rst steps to-
ward glasnost, openness. Can you tell us why they were?

GORBACHEV: Because it was unusual. Before me, that never 
happened. If they answered questions, they did that in writ-
ing. They received questions in writing, and then they an-
swered questions and gave them to reporters. But there were 
never the kind of exchanges in which I was ready to engage. 
And I was new to that thing. It was not easy. It was not simple 
for me then. We’ve been talking for almost an hour now, and 
I liked this atmosphere; I like this talk. It’s not important for 
me whether or not the camera is on. But in the past, when I 
was beginning, when I saw the camera, I fi rst became almost 
speechless.

It took all that change to change that. So glasnost began 
with the general secretary. And the general secretary who 
spoke sometimes in awkward phrases, who spoke sometimes 
not maybe very properly, but he spoke out, he expressed his 
emotions and his thoughts, and that too struck many people 
as very unusual, shocked many people. That began in Lenin-
grad, where I went right after the election as general secre-
tary, and I spoke to people and someone taped it. And then 
they showed the entire tape on TV, you know? They didn’t 
intend to do that initially, but then that tape was shown, and 
all people in the Soviet Union were kind of set in motion. 
That was the beginning.

LAMB: Do you have any intention to write another book?
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GORBACHEV: Well, I would like to say that a few days ago, 
I had a meeting with the offi cials from the publishers. And 
I and my colleagues, my associates for many years, Anatoly 
Chernayev and Vadim Zagladin, we wrote a book which I 
believe is a very necessary book for political leaders, for those 
who are interested in the problems. And that is called “The 
New Thinking: Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow.” I am con-
vinced that we will not be able to break through the jungle 
of the stereotypes and the cliches that exist today if we do 
not sort things out in our minds. We need a revolution in 
our minds. And I believe that that can happen only on the 
basis of the new thinking based on the new situation, based 
on the understanding of the global challenges that mankind 
is facing. So this book is a very different book, but I’d like to 
see it published. 

And in Japan also, a book was published of my dialogues 
with Mr. Ikeda, who is the founder of Sokka Gakai Universi-
ty. He had other philosophical discussions, for example, with 
Chingiz Aitmatov, whom I mentioned. And we had a very 
long dialogue with him for eight months, both oral dialogue 
and exchange of letters. We discussed moral values with 
him. And the Japanese published two volumes, and 150,000 
books – copies have been sold in Japan of that volume. So I 
continue to write and I will continue to write. And I have still 
a lot to say. And what happens sometimes is, you know, like 
this: You have the Bible, and the Bible is not a very big book, 
but you have many volumes of commentary of the Bible. So 
this book is not that big, but there’s a lot in that book that I 
could elaborate on. 

For example, the drama that happened in Reykjavik, 
it’s a long story, but here it’s just a few pages. In fact, it 
was a real drama. And there were many events here in this 
book which I described very concisely but which could 
be elaborated upon. And if you add here the human di-
mension, – that is to say my opinions and views of my 
counterparts, of my partners, of people with whom I 
worked together – yes, I would have a lot to say. I don’t 
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know whether I will have the strength. I don’t know how 
many years God will be giving me, what his plans are. 
But, of course, I spent my life in politics, I made political 
speeches and I did not write books in the past. Now I am 
more interested in sharing my views and emotions and 
my thoughts, and I will continue doing it. 

LAMB: This is what the cover of the book looks like. Our 
guest for the last hour has been Mikhail Gorbachev and his 
book of “Memoirs.” Thank you.
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The American and Russian People Don’t Want 
a New Confrontation
(Newsweek)

After his White House meetings Mikhail Gorbachev talks about 
his relationship with Ronald Reagan and the dangers ahead for 
U.S.-Russian relations

With U.S.-Russian relations probably at their low-
est point since the 1991 collapse of the Soviet Union, for-
mer Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev dropped in on 
the White House this week for a little schmoozing. The 
two countries have been at odds over arms control, me-
dia censorship and espionage. But on Monday, both Bush 
and Gorbachev were upbeat. “I am naturally an optimist,” 
Gorbachev told reporters. “Today, I am even more an opti-
mist.” On Thursday, Gorbachev sat down in New York with 
NEWSWEEK’S Jonathan Alter. They covered a wide range 
of subjects, including Gorbachev’s relationship with Ron-
ald Reagan, President Putin and Gorbachev’s new environ-
mental initiative. Excerpts:

NEWSWEEK: How are you holding up since your wife’s 
death?

Mikhail Gorbachev: I thought that with time I would 
feel less emotional and less sorrow, but so far I have not yet 
felt that time heals all wounds. My friends, my daughter tells 
me – and they’re right – that the tragedy is real, but you have 
to move on, you have to live for yourself, for your children 
and grandchildren. I agree with them, but it’s still very pain-
ful. I’m an optimist, I love life, I’m trying to travel a lot, to 
talk to people, but wherever I go, when I’m alone, the memo-
ries come back again.

Is democracy under siege in Russia right now?
No. No. We’ve had some setbacks, but Russia is moving 

along the path of democracy. Even at the moments when 
there seems to be a danger of a rollback, those moments 
pass, and it turns out that perestroika produced the kind of 
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results that enabled democracy to take root. Right now it’s 
very important to make sure that the process of improving 
democratic institutions continues.

But it’s not continuing. You have seen independent media 
such as NTV and NEWSWEEK’S partner, the magazine Itogi, 
snuffed out. How can the Russian people know what’s going on 
in their government and society when this is happening?

You’re right. My position is the same. What is more, in 
my conversation with the president [Vladimir Putin] I said 
perestroika wouldn’t have happened without glasnost, and 
he wouldn’t have been able to continue the process of change 
successfully without a free press. He said to me, “Yes, I agree. 
Without a free press, a responsible press, we would not be 
able to cope with our tasks.”

Do you believe him?
Yes, I believe him. The most important point, which is 

underestimated in Russia and just isn’t known abroad, is 
the difficult legacy the president inherited. Once, in our 
conversation, he said to me, “I inherited chaos – in the 
economy, in the affairs of the federation, in the area of 
laws, and in decision-making.” So one of the tasks is to try 
to pull the country out of chaos. The important thing is 
that President Putin should not slide into an authoritar-
ian system.

But isn’t he moving in that direction?
I think he is under very strong pressure from various 

segments of [Russian] society. It’s very hard for President 
Putin to break with the clans and the “family” [the Krem-
lin elite under Boris Yeltsin], and he is moving gradually to 
break with them. They still have a lot of infl uence, and one 
year is not enough for him to turn a country like Russia 
around. That doesn’t mean he has done everything right. 
He has made mistakes, he has acted late in certain situa-
tions and he is criticized a lot. Nevertheless, the same peo-
ple who criticize him also support him. They realize that 
the year that was spent trying to stabilize Russia will ul-
timately serve as a basis for moving ahead. And now, very 
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soon, it will become clear where our country is headed. The 
debate is very heated right now. Some people are ready to 
support the president without reservation; others demand 
to know what kind of Russia is he committed to. A lot will 
be decided this year.

If in 1988 or 1989 you had had more tolerance for blood-
shed and moved the Soviet Army into Eastern Europe, for ex-
ample, could we be sitting here in 2001 with you still in offi ce 
and communism still intact?

In the name of what? In the name of ruthlessness.
Ruthlessness in the name of what? After all, none of 

that has anything to do with people who are committed 
to freedom, democracy and humanism. The main thing is 
that in the top office of one of the superpowers there was 
a person, Gorbachev, who was committed to these values. 
Before me, the people who gained power one way or an-
other wanted just one thing – to consolidate that power. 
I started to reform that power, to decentralize that power, 
and ultimately that resulted in pulling the country out of 
the totalitarian system and moving it toward democracy. I 
did that for my people, I believed that my people deserved 
it. The society we lived in was rejected at a cultural level 
by the people.

But you could have imposed it even though it was rejected.
It could have been imposed, but the country was preg-

nant with perestroika and reforms. Look at Khrushchev 
and Kosygin; they made attempts to reform the country be-
fore. The key was that this kind of expectation by our peo-
ple and our society coincided with the moment when the 
main offi ce in the country was occupied by a person who 
understood the challenges of the times.... Once we made 
that decision for our country, should we say that the Czechs 
and Poles are inferior people? The Hungarians, the Bulgar-
ians? And the Germans, when they wanted to reunify? I told 
the leaders of those countries at the very beginning of my 
tenure as leader, “We will not interfere in your affairs. You 
pursue the policies that you want, and you are responsible 
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for your countries.” They thought this was just more of the 
same from another [Soviet] general secretary. I never vio-
lated that pledge.

How much of a role did Ronald Reagan’s arms buildup play 
in the collapse of the Soviet Union?

I don’t think it played a role. The Soviet Union was a vic-
tim of the political battles within the country itself. We saw 
that the country was not adapting to the challenges of sci-
ence and technology, that it missed the boat on structural re-
forms, that was the main reason. The second reason was that 
people were not free, they were unhappy, and this couldn’t be 
ignored. The arms race was not decisive.

It wasn’t Ronald Reagan declaring, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear 
down this wall!”?

[Makes dismissive gesture] Not that. Former president 
Bush was right when he said, “I will not be dancing on the 
wall.” Some people thought he was not very active when the 
wall was crumbling. But let me tell you that President Bush 
and I followed up on what was done with President Reagan, 
and the process of addressing international confl icts went 
very fast.

What are the prospects for genuine arms reductions with 
the new President Bush?

I believe the United States needs to carefully consider the 
problems of missile defense, NATO expansion and nuclear 
nonproliferation. After all, these are issues of concern not 
only with Russia and China but also between the United 
States and its allies. So I ask, what is it all for? Rather than 
covering yourself with defense, it would be a lot better to en-
ter a new phase of cooperation and partnership. If the Unit-
ed States goes further in the wrong direction, I won’t even 
venture to say what would happen, because it could cause 
a new arms race. We have doves and hawks in both of our 
countries, but the American and Russian people don’t want 
a new confrontation, they don’t want an arms race, they face 
so many problems.... I had a chat with the president [George 
W. Bush]. He is a lively person—he makes a better impres-
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sion in person than on TV. It’s very important that U.S. lead-
ership is aimed at a more stable world, more justice in rela-
tions between countries. 

Did the Chernobyl disaster infl uence you to focus on envi-
ronmental problems as you are now?

Today [April 26] is the 15th anniversary! Through a 
combination of circumstances, I became involved with the 
environment years ago, during the Brezhnev era, when I was 
working in the Caucasus. I saw that our rivers and lakes were 
in bad shape, and when I became leader of the Soviet Union, 
this became a priority. The environmentalists were the fi rst to 
make use of glasnost. We closed down 1,300 factories in the 
Soviet Union for environmental reasons. I proposed at the 
United Nations and the nongovernmental forum on the en-
vironment that we needed to create a global organization to 
unite our efforts in dealing with environmental problems.

What is the No. 1 environmental problem?
We need to change the paradigm of economic develop-

ment. If we continue to move ahead with a technological, 
industrial orientation, then in 30 or 40 years, according to 
prominent scientists, we will see irreversible changes within 
the biosphere. So the most important thing is to change the 
direction of our development; we need to normalize the re-
lationship between man and nature. We need a new global 
consciousness, an environmentalization of consciousness. 
This is precisely the main task of our Green Cross Interna-
tional. Having worked in this area for seven years, I’ve seen a 
gradual change of attitudes in the world in favor of the envi-
ronment. Recently there was a Gallup Poll that asked Ameri-
cans what they thought the top priority should be, and 52 
percent said the environment. So consciousness is the main 
problem, because it will affect politics, business, the legisla-
tive process and culture.

Is there any connection between the Green Cross and the 
original idea of the Red Cross?

When I spoke at the U.N., I said we needed a global 
organization like the Red Cross, and let’s call it the Green 
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Cross. In 1992 representatives of the world’s countries met 
[at the Earth Summit] in Rio de Janeiro, they decided to 
create Green Cross International, and they invited Gor-
bachev, who had stepped down by that time, to be respon-
sible for it. So I believe that the environmental challenge 
is the No. 1 problem on the [international] agenda. If we 
don’t succeed, then no theory, no system will matter, all 
the current disagreements will seem like peanuts compared 
with the destructive impact of the confl ict between man 
and his environment.

May 2001
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Democracy Will Fit the Needs of Every Nation 
(Christian Science Monitor)

At a 20-year reunion of cold-war leaders, former Soviet Presi-
dent Mikhail Gorbachev expounds on peace – why it’s elusive 
and why he’s still pushing for it. 

By Sophie Arie/ Correspondent of The Christian Science 
Monitor 

TURIN, ITALY – It’s early March, and Europe is shiver-
ing under piles of snow. In Turin, at the foot of the Italian 
Alps, the fur coats and fl eece-lined boots are out, and traffi c 
plows slowly through icy streets.

So when Mikhail Gorbachev arrives with his entourage 
of body guards and aides from Russia, he feels very much at 
home. “It’s like arriving in Siberia,” mutters Mr. Gorbachev’s 
personal secretary, Pavel Palazchenko.

But neither foul weather nor airport chaos could stop this 
steamroller of a man from making it to northern Italy, where 
cold-war leaders, thinkers, and freedom fi ghters met earlier 
this month to celebrate the 20th anniversary of perestroika, 
Gorbachev’s peaceful restructuring of the Soviet Union that 
eventually let to its collapse.

All day, amid the wood paneling and gold-framed por-
traits of Turin’s military club, this Nobel Peace Prize win-
ner played host to a stream of admirers, hardly stopping for 
breath. There was Lech Walesa, Poland’s Solidarity leader, 
tapping away on a tiny laptop; Lord Geoffrey Howe, Marga-
ret Thatcher’s deputy in 1989; and Germany’s former chan-
cellor, Helmut Kohl.

Surrounded by contemporaries, many of whom appear 
frailer than he, Gorbachev is businesslike and energetic. 
Underneath his square-shouldered suit he is solid and fi t. 
Since the world watched with relief 15 years ago, when 
Gorbachev allowed the Soviet Union to collapse, he looks 
almost unchanged, except that there is less hair on either 
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side of his trademark birthmark and what remains is now 
pure white.

* * *
When we meet, he is tired and hoping to escape his last 

appointment of the day.
“Good evening,” I say, feeling as if I’m standing in front 

of a bull. For a moment there is a cold, expressionless stare. 
Then Gorbachev breaks into a smile and charges straight 
into me. Amid a fl ow of Russian, I fi nd myself being hugged 
by this hero of 20th-century history. I grab onto his arm as 
he practically carries me down the corridor.

After some coaxing he agrees, through his interpreter, to 
talk. He insists upon sitting on a hard chair instead of the el-
egant hotel sofa. Everything this man does is fi rm and to the 
point: He does not shake your hand, he grips it; he does not 
walk, he strides; he does not chat, he proclaims.

Like many of his contemporaries still searching for the 
lessons of perestroika, Gorbachev has a sense of disappoint-
ment that the lifting of the “iron curtain” did not lead to 
global peace. New confl icts quickly emerged, and people’s 
minds continue to be “militarized,” he says.

“Unfortunately, there are too many political leaders who 
don’t like dialogue, who cannot do dialogue, who cannot do 
diplomacy.

“Some people just like to shoot a little bit. Maybe the 
military need to shoot from time to time. They have all those 
weapons and shells and missiles. And the defense industry 
has to keep producing them. So maybe that is the logic.... But 
that approach has never really solved problems.”

While Gorbachev believes “democracy will in the end fi t 
the needs of every nation,” he is not overly excited about re-
cent signs of change in the Middle East. “It will take time. 
It will not take tanks; it will take time,” he says referring to 
recent elections in Iraq.

“If democracy is imposed from the outside on a part of 
the world where there is Buddhism or Islam, ... if attempts are 
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made to impose in a mandatory way all the requirements of 
Western democracy, let’s say American democracy, on these 
parts of the world, well, I don’t think that will work.”

Is the world a safer place today than it was 20 years ago? 
I ask.

“Yes,” he says, without hesitation. “There are many things 
of concern and a lot of instability in the world today. But given 
we have avoided the threat of a nuclear war, I think yes.”

Twenty years ago on March 11, when Gorbachev was 
unanimously elected to head the Soviet Communist Party a 
day after the death of its leader, Konstantin Chernenko, the 
threat of nuclear war was overarching. Leaders of nuclear pow-
ers kept a case full of codes and transmitters at arm’s reach, 
ready to launch a nuclear attack at a moment’s notice.

Now, the former Soviet leader is on a self-appointed, 
post-presidential mission to campaign for an end to all kinds 
of weapons of mass destruction. In Moscow, he and his 
daughter, Irina Vriganskaya, run a think tank called the Gor-
bachev Fund. As founder of the Geneva-based Green Cross 
International, he travels the world constantly.

But only now, he says, is he recovering from the “big 
blow” of the death of his wife, Raisa, in 1999. “I now feel that 
I should live and work for both of us.”

“I am keeping extremely busy,” he says. “I still go to bed 
at 2 a.m., like I did in those days when I worked late at the 
Kremlin. If I were to slow down I would feel worse.”

Every morning, at his countryside home outside Moscow, 
he takes an “intense” one-hour, six-kilometer walk, followed 
by hot and cold showers. “That disciplines the body,” he says.

He attributes much of his physical and mental strength 
to his upbringing on a peasant farm in the southern region 
of Stavropol. “From very early on, I did a lot of physical la-
bor,” he says. “Even though the food was nothing special, it 
was all natural and the air was pure.”

One-third of the residents of Gorbachev’s village Privol-
noie starved to death during the famine of the 1930s brought 
on by Josef Stalin’s rapid collectivization of Soviet agricul-
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ture. Both of Gorbachev’s grandfathers were arrested arbi-
trarily by Stalin’s secret police.

This didn’t prevent Gorbachev from joining the Komso-
mol (the Communist Youth League) in 1946.

“In school they kept choosing me to be the leader,” he 
smiles. He stayed in the Stavropol region for another four 
years, driving a combine harvester on a state farm and win-
ning a state medal for his work bringing in the harvest.

There he rose up through the local Komsomol, special-
izing in agricultural issues and becoming fi rst secretary of 
the regional party committee in 1970. In 1980, he became 
the youngest member of the Politburo, and fi ve years later he 
was leader of the Communist party.

In 1985, he introduced the social reforms – glasnost 
(openness) and perestroika (restructuring) – for which the 
world would come to know him and which would eventually 
contribute to the collapse of the Soviet Union.

On the world stage, he enjoys hero status and basks in the 
glory of his Nobel Peace Prize. At home, many who struggle 
with poverty and instability see him as the man who crippled 
Russia. In 1996, in a disastrous try at a political comeback, he 
won less than 1 percent of the vote.

It didn’t help his popular standing, either, that he tried to 
wean Russians off vodka and onto mineral water.

As his Soviet-era secretary biographer Andrei Grachev 
puts it, “It turned out to be a much easier thing to transform 
the world than to transform Russia.”

* * * 
As for his homeland today, Gorbachev says critics of leader 

Vladimir Putin don’t know the reality of present-day Russia.
Although there has been “an assault on the media” under 

Mr. Putin, the fact that two-thirds of Russians live in poverty 
means that “sometimes specifi c, limited authoritarian steps 
may be necessary,” Gorbachev says.

Has it been hard to accept that you are more loved around 
the world than in your own country? I ask.
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“That was not hard,” he says, leaning forward, his large 
hands on his knees. “I know why it happened. What people 
got here [outside Russia] was the end of the cold war – the 
start of nuclear disarmament, free travel, open borders. Of 
course, the Russians got that, too. But at the same time, Rus-
sia had to go through a very profound change. That is a pain-
ful process. It affects millions of people.”

“Nevertheless, time changes people’s appreciation and 
judgment. So I am not resentful. In the big scheme of things, 
I would say I have had a uniquely happy life. I need to thank 
God for that.”

March 29, 2005
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We All Lost Cold War
Interview with Robert G. Kaiser

(Washington Post)

In the throngs of mourners passing through the Capitol yes-
terday afternoon, one stood out – a vigorous senior citizen 
with a distinctive birthmark on his bald pate, whose tight 
gestures and bright eyes brought back memories of some of 
Ronald Reagan’s greatest moments. Mikhail Gorbachev had 
fl own from Moscow to pay respects to Nancy Reagan and to 
the man with whom he changed the course of history. “I gave 
him a pat,” Gorbachev said later, reenacting the fond caress 
he had given Reagan’s coffi n.

Last evening, in an ornate conference room at the Russian 
Embassy on Wisconsin Avenue NW, Gorbachev gave a kind 
of personal eulogy to his fi rst and most important American 
friend. It combined emotion, rigorous historical analysis and 
an interesting appraisal of Reagan’s place in American life 
and history.

Reagan, said Gorbachev, 73, was “an extraordinary po-
litical leader” who decided “to be a peacemaker” at just the 
right moment – the moment when Gorbachev had come to 
power in Moscow. He, too, wanted to be a peacemaker, so 
“our interests coincided.” Reagan’s second term began in Jan-
uary 1985; two months later, Gorbachev was elected general 
secretary of the Soviet Communist Party.

But if he had warm, appreciative words for Reagan, Gor-
bachev brusquely dismissed the suggestion that Reagan had 
intimidated either him or the Soviet Union, or forced them 
to make concessions. Was it accurate to say that Reagan won 
the Cold War? “That’s not serious,” Gorbachev said, using the 
same words several times. “I think we all lost the Cold War, 
particularly the Soviet Union. We each lost $10 trillion,” he 
said, referring to the money Russians and Americans spent 
on an arms race that lasted more than four decades. “We only 
won when the Cold War ended.”
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By Gorbachev’s account, it was his early successes on the 
world stage that convinced the Americans that they had to 
deal with him and to match his fervor for arms control and 
other agreements that could reduce East-West tensions. “We 
had an intelligence report from Washington in 1987,” he said, 
“reporting on a meeting of the National Security Council.” 
Senior U.S. offi cials had concluded that Gorbachev’s “grow-
ing credibility and prestige did not serve the interests of the 
United States” and had to be countered. A desire in Wash-
ington not to let him make too good an impression on the 
world did more to promote subsequent Soviet-American 
agreements than any American intimidation, he said. “They 
wanted to look good in terms of making peace and achieving 
arms control,” he said of the Reagan administration.

The changes he wrought in the Soviet Union, from end-
ing much of the offi cial censorship to sweeping political and 
economic reforms, were undertaken not because of any for-
eign pressure or concern, Gorbachev said, but because Rus-
sia was dying under the weight of the Stalinist system. “The 
country was being stifl ed by the lack of freedom,” he said. 
“We were increasingly behind the West, which . . . was achiev-
ing a new technological era, a new kind of productivity. . . . 
And I was ashamed for my country – perhaps the country 
with the richest resources on Earth, and we couldn’t provide 
toothpaste for our people.”

Reagan had been a kind of reformer in the United States, 
Gorbachev suggested. His fi rst term as president “came at a 
time when the American nation was in a very diffi cult situa-
tion – not just in socio-economic terms, but psychologically, 
too,” because of “the consequences of Vietnam and Water-
gate” and turmoil at home. Reagan rose to the occasion and 
“restored America’s self-confi dence. . . . This is what he ac-
complished.”

“He was a person committed to certain values and tradi-
tions,” Gorbachev continued. “For him the American dream 
was not just rhetoric. It was something he felt in his heart. In 
that sense he was an idealistic American.”
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By the end of that fi rst term, Reagan was “the preemi-
nent anti-communist,” Gorbachev said. “Many people in our 
country, and in your country, regarded him as the quintes-
sential hawk.” Did Reagan’s success in his fi rst term, and the 
huge build-up of military power that he persuaded Con-
gress to fi nance, affect the decision of the Soviet Politburo to 
choose a young and vigorous new leader in 1985 – someone 
who could, in effect, stand up to Reagan? “No, I think there 
was really no connection,” he replied, chuckling. He said he 
was chosen for purely internal reasons that had nothing to 
do with the United States. 

“All that talk that somehow Reagan’s arms race forced 
Gorbachev to look for some arms reductions, etc., that’s not 
serious. The Soviet Union could have withstood any arms 
race. The Soviet Union could have actually decided not to 
build more weapons, because the weapons we had were more 
than enough.” 

The big change was in Washington, Gorbachev said. 
“When he [Reagan] was elected to a second term, he, and 
especially the people close to him, began to think about how 
he would complete his second term – by producing more 
and more nuclear weapons . . . and conducting ‘special op-
erations’ around the world, etc. etc.”

The Soviet leadership, Gorbachev said, evidently refer-
ring to himself, concluded that instead, Reagan would “want 
to go down in history as a peacemaker” and would work with 
Moscow to do so. “A particularly positive infl uence on him – 
more than anyone else – was Nancy Reagan,” Gorbachev said. 
“She deserves a lot of credit for that.”

Once Reagan decided to try to make peace, he found an 
eager partner in Moscow, Gorbachev said. “The new Soviet 
leadership wanted to transform the country, to modernize 
the country, and we needed stability, we needed coopera-
tion with other countries. . . . And we both knew what kind 
of weapons we each had. There were mountains of nuclear 
weapons. A war could start not because of a political deci-
sion, but just because of some technical failure. . . . 
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“A lot of forces on both sides had an interest in prolong-
ing the arms race,” Gorbachev added, including military-in-
dustrial lobbies on both sides. His predecessors in Moscow 
had concluded that continuing the race was the only way 
they could achieve security for the Soviet Union.

But by his new calculation in 1985, the situation was ripe 
for change. He and his comrades concluded that it was really 
inconceivable that anyone in the White House actually wanted 
to blow up the Soviet Union, just as they ruled out the pos-
sibility of ever deliberately trying to destroy the United States. 
So it would make more sense “to fi nd ways to cooperate.”

His fi rst meeting with Reagan in Geneva in November 
1985, “confi rmed the correctness of our assessment of the 
situation,” he continued. This was the fi rst Soviet-American 
summit in seven years, and it did not begin well. After the 
fi rst session, he recounted, his comrades asked for his im-
pressions of Reagan. “He’s a real dinosaur,” Gorbachev quot-
ed himself as saying. “And then I learned,” he added, “there 
was a leak from the American delegation, that . . . Reagan 
[described] Gorbachev as ‘a die-hard Communist.’ ”

But just a day and a half later, the two men signed an 
agreement that stated their mutual conviction that nuclear 
war was unthinkable. They initiated a batch of new coopera-
tive enterprises intended to improve relations. “That was the 
beginning of hope,” Gorbachev said. At subsequent meet-
ings at Reykjavik the next year, in Washington in 1987 and 
in Moscow in 1988, relations got better and better. By the 
time he came to Moscow in 1988, Gorbachev recalled with 
evident satisfaction, Reagan had changed his views. 

“An American reporter asked President Reagan, while we 
were taking a walk . . . ‘Mr. President, do you still regard the 
Soviet Union as an evil empire?’ And Reagan said no.”

June 15, 2004
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No Turning Back for Russia
Interview with Kim Murphy
(Los Angeles Times)

Despite problems with his country’s democracy, the ex-presi-
dent believes totalitarianism is dead.

MOSCOW – For much of the world, he is the voice of Rus-
sian democracy, the man who, in one of the world’s most 
repressive nations, opened a door called perestroika to a plu-
ralistic future and helped end the Cold War.

But with increasing frequency, former Soviet President 
Mikhail S. Gorbachev is being called on to defend Russia 
against fears that the world’s largest nation is slipping back 
toward its authoritarian past.

He is blunt: “I don’t think we have had a really free and 
fair election” since 1990, Gorbachev said Wednesday. Instead 
of the largely free media that followed the collapse of the So-
viet Union in 1991, he said, “there are problems with limiting 
freedom of speech” on government-run television channels.

But in a wide-ranging interview, Gorbachev rejected 
claims that President Vladimir V. Putin, a former KGB agent 
running for reelection in March 14 voting, is pulling the 
country toward totalitarianism, and warned the West against 
applying too much pressure to push Russia toward a more 
democratic future.

“Yes, we need to be concerned,” Gorbachev said. “Par-
ticularly given that the parliamentary election campaign and 
the presidential election campaign have aroused passions. 
And yes, there is a sense of exacerbation. But in Russia, let 
me assure you, authoritarianism is a thing of the past. 

“A return to an authoritarian regime will not happen,” he 
added. “It’s no longer possible. Not today, and certainly not 
possible when the younger generation of Russians will be as-
suming all power, all responsibility for the country.”

Gorbachev reserved his sharpest warnings for the United 
States and Europe, which in recent months have been criti-
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cal of Russia on issues such as the arrest of former Yukos Oil 
Co. Chairman Mikhail Khodorkovsky, state takeover of most 
television broadcast networks, alleged human rights abuses 
in Chechnya and elections in December that resulted in the 
pro-Putin United Russia party gaining a virtual lock on par-
liament.

“My impression is that the West, the United States, and 
perhaps Europe even more than the United States, were hap-
py when Russia was lying face down. But Russia cannot lie 
face down. Russia will not be stifl ed,” he said in remarks un-
characteristically defi ant for a politician who has been one of 
his nation’s chief bridges with the West.

“Russia will reject Putin or anyone else if the current sit-
uation doesn’t change,” he said. “Putin has a chance now to 
change the situation. It’s a new chance. Russia is rising, Rus-
sia is beginning to move ahead. It will be moving faster, and 
those … who are trying to drive Russia into a corner would 
be making a mistake.”

Putin, elected in 2000 and expected to easily win a sec-
ond term, has engineered the beginnings of an economic re-
covery, guaranteeing wage and pension payments and boost-
ing production. But critics say the relative stability has come 
at the expense of a free broadcast media and free elections. 
Opposition candidates have little backing and limited access 
to the media, and Putin has refused to debate his six oppo-
nents.

Gorbachev was the fi rst – and last – president of the So-
viet Union, and his moves to open the communist behemoth 
to Western political and economic ideas are blamed by many 
Russians for the collapse of the Soviet Union, the end of the 
nation’s status as a superpower and the beginning of years of 
economic crisis that reached their peak under the leadership 
of his successor, Boris N. Yeltsin. [...]

In recent years, Gorbachev has headed his own politi-
cal and charitable foundation and spoken out around the 
world on democracy, disarmament, globalization and Rus-
sian politics. He won a Grammy Award last month, along 
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with former President Clinton and actress Sophia Loren, for 
narrating “Peter and the Wolf,” a CD based on the symphony 
by Russian composer Sergei Prokofi ev.

Gorbachev, who turned 73 this week, has been largely 
supportive of Putin but unmistakably critical of the Decem-
ber parliamentary elections that resulted in United Russia 
and its allies winning more than 300 seats, and every com-
mittee chairmanship, in the 450-seat legislative assembly.

“I don’t like the way the elections happened, and I don’t 
like the way the elections are happening now,” he said. 

Though there has been improvement in legislation re-
garding media coverage of campaigns, “the achievements in 
terms of having really free and fair elections are very few,” 
Gorbachev said. Voter turnout was so low in December, he 
said – less than 56% – that the ruling party now “actually has 
the support of only a small section of the people.”

In the end, he said, it will be up to Putin to set the 
course.

“The president’s position will be decisive,” Gorbachev 
said. “If he uses his power to continue democratic reforms, to 
modernize the country, to address the country’s many prob-
lems, then Russia will move forward. If he uses power only to 
retain power, to make his own power even fi rmer, then this, 
for me, would be a big disappointment.”

March 4, 2004
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The Greening of Mikhail Gorbachev
Interview with Barry James 
(International Herald Tribune)

Pollution Is as Big a Threat as Cold War Arsenals Were, He Says

PARIS – For the man who once ran a superpower, only one 
subject is big enough for his global vision: the environment.

Mikhail Gorbachev, the last Soviet president, says the 
world’s deteriorating ecology poses as great a danger to man-
kind today as did the nuclear standoff between the super-
powers at the height of the Cold War.

Since the death of his wife, Raisa, more than 16 months 
ago, Mr. Gorbachev has thrown himself into his work with 
the Green Cross International, the environmental organiza-
tion he founded following the United Nations Earth Summit 
meeting in Rio de Janeiro in 1993.

“No, I haven’t gotten over the loss,” he said in an inter-
view here. “We lived together for almost 50 years and at my 
age it is a very diffi cult situation, of course. But I try to get 
over it, and for this reason I take on a heavy burden of work 
and more and more activities.

“I have my daughter and my grandchildren, of course. I 
don’t think Raisa would have approved if I had been com-
pletely crushed by sorrow.”

Mr. Gorbachev was in France for the opening this week 
of a Green Cross offi ce in Lyon, which will be the coordi-
nating center for a campaign for an “Earth Charter” that he 
hopes the UN will adopt on the 10th anniversary of the Rio 
conference. The charter, a parallel to the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights, would be a code of environmental 
good conduct for civil society.

Mr. Gorbachev has been interested in the environment 
since he was a boy growing up in the south Caucasus, where 
he saw dust storms destroying farm land. Later he witnessed 
the shrinking of the Aral Sea and the tragedy of Chernobyl, 
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which convinced him of the need for greater government 
transparency, or glasnost, and the involvement of ordinary 
citizens in decision-making about the environment.

Governments have not responded adequately to the 
problems, he contends, citing the meager results of the Kyoto 
conference on climate change and the failure of the follow-
up climate conference at The Hague last year. It is therefore 
up to nongovernment organizations such as his own to keep 
up the pressure.

Asked how he viewed other environmental organiza-
tions, such as Greenpeace, he said, “I sometimes judge their 
methods severely, but the content of their work is serious, 
and I support it.”

The task of the Green Cross, as he sees it, is to focus atten-
tion on specifi c problems, particularly on the environmental 
consequences of confl ict – including the lingering effects 
of the defoliant Agent Orange in Vietnam, the stockpiles of 
chemical weapons or, more recently, the use of depleted ura-
nium in warfare.

The Green Cross also is seeking to avert confl ict over ac-
cess to supplies of clean water, and Mr. Gorbachev has met 
personally with leaders in the Middle East on the peaceful 
sharing of the Jordan River. Now he is seeking to involve cor-
porations, such as the French utility owners Suez Lyonnaise 
des Eaux and Vivendi, in improving water supplies in the 
Middle East and Africa.

Mr. Gorbachev said the Chernobyl disaster had con-
vinced him of the need to reinforce democracy and the free-
dom of the press and of expression to create “a climate in 
which people can pose questions and fi nd solutions.”

“When we introduced freedom of the press in Soviet 
Union, people started to ask questions,” he said, leading 
the government to close hundreds of polluting factories. 
Today, he added, “Russia has become very ecologically 
minded.”

But he warned that the protests of citizens and the ac-
tions of nongovernment organizations would be limited 
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“if journalists do nothing, and if parliaments do nothing to 
adopt suitable laws.”

Asked if he thought the world was a better or worse 
place since he left offi ce, Mr. Gorbachev said, “I think 
things are better, much better, because the situation today 
has some hopes. It is not completely desperate.” Major in-
ternational confl icts, such as the one in Cambodia, have 
been brought to an end, and a start made toward peace in 
the Middle East. Confrontation between the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization and the Warsaw Pact has given way to 
cooperation.

But in an apparent reference to the proposal by the cur-
rent U.S. administration to create a national missile defense 
system, he said: “The fact that a great power like the Soviet 
Union has left the world scene seems to be creating a temp-
tation toward new geopolitical stratagems. In my view, the 
strong position that America occupies at the moment must 
not be transformed into a hegemony but into a partner-
ship. I do hope that the Bush team will refl ect before adopt-
ing positions and will engage in discussions with Russia 
and Europe.”

February 1, 2001
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Perestroika 20 Years Later: Gorbachev Refl ects
(Global Viewpoint)

Mikhail Gorbachev, the last president of the Soviet Union, now 
heads Green Cross International. He spoke with Carlos Gardels 
and Nathan Gardels July 8, 2005 at the Gorbachev Founda-
tion headquarters in a modern bank building on the outskirts 
of Moscow. In the summer of 1985, he fi rst announced his ideas 
of “new thinking” and “perestroika.” 

GLOBAL VIEWPOINT: Your policies of “perestroika” and 
“new thinking” on global affairs were announced 20 years 
ago this summer. How do you evaluate their accomplish-
ments and failures now?

GORBACHEV: Perestroika and new thinking were at-
tempts to respond to the global challenge of history – above 
all, interdependence. The momentum it generated and the 
changes it introduced were so fundamental that it shifted 
the paradigm not only of Russia but of the foundation of 
the global order. It affected everyone by ending the Cold 
War and igniting the Velvet Revolution in Eastern and Cen-
tral Europe, leading in turn to a new Europe. It opened the 
way for globalization.

Perestroika’s greatest achievement was to awaken and 
liberate the mind. People were freed to think without the 
constraint of fear – of the authorities or of nuclear war. For 
the fi rst time, they had the right to choose. The effect of that 
is long term, and not yet over.

The failed coup and the breakup of the Soviet Union put 
an offi cial end to perestroika. But it had gone too far already, 
to the point of no return. Twenty years later, there are young 
people in Russia who have only known freedom. That is a big 
accomplishment.

In perestroika’s wake there have been setbacks due to 
domestic politics in Russia that have made things worse for 
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us – such as Yeltsin’s “shock therapy,” a cavalier and disas-
trous great leap forward to a market economy. Instead of the 
evolution envisioned by perestroika, this was another catas-
trophe in the name of revolution. My idea was that perestroi-
ka would unfold over a 30-year-period. But I was accused of 
going too slow.

I’m not trying to justify myself. We made mistakes. For 
example, we waited too long to reform the Party. We waited 
too long to reform the Union, which had become an admin-
istrative body instead of a true federation. With the growth 
of the intelligentsia and professional class in all the republics, 
they had become capable of governing themselves more fully. 
We should have decentralized more quickly. Not moving on 
these fronts made the coup possible.

There have been mistakes also on the side of the 
West. When I proposed perestroika for our country and 
new thinking for the world, it started with the following 
words: “We want to be properly understood.” There is still 
not enough understanding of Russia, even now. America 
and Europe should be grateful to us and respect Russia. 
Yet, today Russia is suspected instead of trying to rebuild 
its empire, of becoming a dangerous country again. That 
is wrong. 

As perestroika unfolded, there was initially a good de-
gree of understanding with the West – we became closer 
for a while. We thought “a different time has come.” But it 
didn’t. At some point, things began to change. I’m not only 
blaming the Americans because we made our mistakes, 
too, in Chechnya, for example. But Americans have treated 
us without proper respect. Russia is a serious partner. We 
are a country with a tremendous history, with diplomatic 
experience. It is an educated country that has contributed 
much to science.

The Soviet Union used to be not just an adversary but 
also a partner of the West. There was some balance in that 
system. Even though the U.S. and Europe signed a charter 
for a new Europe, the Charter of Paris, to demonstrate that a 
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new world was possible, that charter was ignored and politi-
cal gains were pursued to take advantage of the vacuum. The 
struggle for spheres of infl uence – contrary to the new think-
ing we propounded – was resumed by the U.S. The fi rst re-
sult was the crisis in Yugoslavia in which NATO was brought 
in to gain advantage over Russia. 

We were ready to build a new security architecture for 
Europe. But after the breakup of the Soviet Union and the 
end of the Warsaw Pact, NATO forgot all its promises. It 
was supposed to become more of a political than a military 
organization. NATO decided it would be an organization 
that intervenes anywhere on “humanitarian grounds.” We 
have by now seen intervention not only in Yugoslavia, but 
in Iraq – intervention without any mandate or permission 
from the United Nations.

So much for the new thinking of 20 years ago the West so 
eagerly embraced when I announced it. The whole idea was 
that there were global interests beyond national interests – in 
the economy, in security and in the environment. Yet more 
than 15 years have been wasted since the end of the Cold 
War, as nations still act mainly in their own interests. 

Most of all, the U.S. has engaged in a victory complex, 
a superiority complex. Perhaps only now, mired down in 
Iraq without allies, is it just beginning to understand that 
the world cannot be ruled from one center and order other 
countries about. They need their own perestroika to end 
their old way of thinking.

GLOBAL VIEWPOINT: To return to your point about shock 
therapy, would you agree that one lesson here is that are no 
shortcuts in history? That you can’t suddenly leap from So-
viet socialism to capitalism any more than Lenin could leap 
from a peasant society to industrial communism?

GORBACHEV: Absolutely. Shock therapy was Bolshevism in 
reverse. The West, of course, applauded Yeltsin in attempting 
the misadventure of this historical shortcut. Instead of being 
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the person who destroyed communism, he was the person 
who ruined a huge country.

GLOBAL VIEWPOINT: You spoke about perestroika liberat-
ing the mind. Ironically, one of the greatest benefi ciaries of 
Russia’s turn to freedom of thinking, Aleksandr Solzhenit-
syn, now says liberalism is destroying Russian culture. There 
is too much freedom, in his view. He condemns the crime, 
commercialism, permissiveness and sexual revolution that 
has engulfed Russia these days.

GORBACHEV: Solzhenitsyn has made this statement: “It 
is Gorbachev’s glasnost that has ruined everything.” Well, 
without glasnost he would still be living in exile in Vermont 
chopping wood. 

Look, I greatly value Solzhenitsyn’s contribution to the 
liberation that came to Russia. There is no doubt that he had 
the courage, for example in “Gulag Archipelago,” to speak 
about things during the Cold War that others would not dare 
mention. Historically, his place is large.

But when I think back to the way he returned to Russia – 
he looked upon himself as a prophet returning in triumph. 
He was hoping that he would be able, at this new stage in his-
tory, to give expression to the people. But he was out of step.

Of course, many things he is saying are just and right – 
for example about the shameful gap between the rich and 
poor in Russia. He is right to condemn the oligarchs as well 
as the return to power of the army of bureaucrats, many of 
whom are the same ones who ran the Soviet Union. He is 
right to condemn the bribery and the plunder of the nation’s 
wealth. He is right to say that the main goal of policy today 
ought to be to preserve Russian culture and build Russia, not 
enrich a few and tear down the nation.

But Russia’s problems are not caused by democracy, but 
by the lack of it. They have happened because democratic 
checks and balances, democratic institutions, have not taken 
hold. Independent courts have not yet evolved.



129

Interviews 

Only democracy can answer the concerns Solzhenitsyn 
expresses, not a strong hand, as he wants. We’ve been down 
that road. That is a vain hope.

GLOBAL VIEWPOINT: From the West, it looks like Vladi-
mir Putin is trying to restore the strong hand of centralized 
power Solzhenitsyn wants. Isn’t that so?

GORBACHEV: I don’t think the West understands what we 
are facing in Russia historically – three centuries of Mongol 
domination, serfdom, communism. Russia is a vast country 
whose governance cannot be totally decentralized. You have 
to seek a delicate balance between decentralization and cen-
tralization to keep stability. 

Under Yeltsin, we had unchecked decentralization. 
That didn’t create more democracy, but regional feudal-
ism. Putin is right to have ended that arrangement and 
forced regional leaders to make their laws conform to na-
tional laws.

Currently, we have the prerequisites for moving ahead 
to complete Russia’s reforms. Putin has proposed a po-
litical program for the coming years that includes fi ghting 
poverty, promotion of small- and medium-sized business, 
helping move Russia’s manufacturing base toward post-in-
dustrialism.

This is the right direction for Russia. But the question re-
mains: Who will implement those goals? Unfortunately, the 
current (cabinet) government and parliament are incapable 
of doing so. This is the problem.

Their reform of the social benefi t system – monetizing 
in-kind benefi ts such as housing – was a disaster that would 
have put widows and veterans out on the street with only 
change in their pockets. To see these poor people protesting 
their dispossession out in the streets in the cold, in winter, 
was a shock to all of Russia. 

Putin had to intervene to ask the government to review 
these ill-considered reforms. For perhaps the fi rst time, there 
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is now a serious debate about the future of education and 
health care. 

For the fi rst time, teachers, for example, are manifesting 
their position in a very organized fashion to try to infl uence 
legislation. This activation of civil society is new for Russia. 
This is exactly what we need.

GLOBAL VIEWPOINT: Your old Politburo colleague in per-
estroika and glasnost, Aleksandr Yakovlev, has said that un-
der Putin we are seeing a “restoration of the nomenklatura” 
that existed in the Soviet days. Is that not right?

GORBACHEV: I don’t think Putin is restoring the old no-
menklatura. What is true is that people are calling for Putin 
to fi ght the bureaucracy, but, in reality, little is changing. It 
is not true, though, that Putin wants to restore Soviet-style 
power.

GLOBAL VIEWPOINT: Zhao Ziyang, the Chinese reformist 
leader who died this year, was purged after Tiananmen for, 
among other reasons, imparting “state secrets” to you during 
your visit there in June 1989, just before the crackdown. Ap-
parently their concern was that he revealed to you the fact of 
the continuing power of Deng Xiaoping, who had formally 
retired. What did he say to you?

GORBACHEV: This is a ludicrous accusation. Zhao only 
emphasized to me that China was working on the basis of the 
leadership of Deng and that it was very important to con-
tinue along the line of reform set by Deng. 

There was a debate at the time within the Chinese leader-
ship about how to end the student occupation of Tiananmen 
Square. We knew they were discussing the situation, but we 
did not interfere. We were there to talk about normalizing 
relations between our countries.

I did say that the Tiananmen situation should be de-
fused politically and that I was confi dent a political solution 
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would be found. I was wrong, unfortunately. For China, this 
remains a factor.

GLOBAL VIEWPOINT: A good factor or bad factor? The 
Chinese leadership’s view today is that Russia descended into 
chaos and stagnation because democratization got in the 
way of economic reform.
GORBACHEV: It is silly to say that China’s growth is due 
to the lack of democracy, and this justifi es the Tiananmen 
crackdown. China is growing because the overall course of 
reform as charted by Deng – openness to the outside world 
in trade and foreign investment – has remained steady and 
sustained for decades.

Despite China’s tremendous achievement, however, 
hundreds of millions of people still live near absolute pov-
erty. Their environmental problems are immense. In many 
regions, the water table is drying up, threatening their abil-
ity to feed themselves because their agriculture depends on 
irrigation.

Inescapably, they still will have to address the issue of de-
mocracy and political reform. As in Russia, the high level of 
education of the growing professional and middle class sim-
ply demands this. Perhaps the Chinese leaders are coming to 
understand this. Until the last couple of years, the Chinese 
have not allowed my books to be published there. Now they 
do. That means something is happening.

All of us should help China go forward incrementally, 
step by step, without provoking some kind of backlash. 
The worst thing would be another Cultural Revolution-
type disruption. They are right to be cautious. Shock 
therapies and cultural revolutions make any problems you 
have worse.

GLOBAL VIEWPOINT: Is the main lesson you would draw 
that historical change must evolve incrementally so people 
can properly absorb it? Radical breaks, whether Bolshevist or 
otherwise, undermine change and cause a reaction?
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GORBACHEV: Yes, indeed. Look at what happened when the 
French people voted against the European constitution. It is 
not that the French are against a united Europe. They voted 
against the constitution for one reason: They became worried 
at the problems which multiplied in the European Union be-
cause enlargement took place so rapidly. People thought the 
constitution would give the ruling elites the power to make 
decisions on their future without consulting them.

The pace of change is always the number one problem in 
any reform. In our case, a pace for change was set in motion 
in the Soviet Union that society could not sustain.
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Gorbachev’s Message
Is Still Worth Listening To

Interview with Carl Mortished

(The Times)

There is a struggle for power and infl uence in the Kremlin, 
reckons Mikhail Gorbachev, and if the wrong people win, 
it could set Russia on a destabilizing course. The man who 
brought an end to Soviet communism is backing Vladimir 
Putin. It seems to be more than just courtesy to an incum-
bent Russian President from a former leader. Mr. Gorbachev 
is retired from politics and this week was in London, par-
ticipating in the Leaders in London conference. Speaking to 
The Times, the former General Secretary of the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union, said that there were those within 
the Russian Government who would like to co-opt the agen-
da and set Russia on a different course.

This talk might set off familiar alarms among business 
analysts and Washington conservatives but they would be 
hearing the wrong bells. Mr. Gorbachev does not fear a leftist 
conspiracy, the so-called siloviki, a hawkish group of former 
KGB offi cers that some say is steering the President in an 
anti-business direction.

For Mr. Gorbachev, the danger comes from the right. “There 
is a real battle going on in the cabinet; there are differing ap-
proaches,” he says. He blames “neo-liberals” in the Government 
for pushing policies that would not benefi t the Russian people. 

Who are these neo-liberals? “We see them everyday, the 
ministers of fi nance and economy,” Mr. Gorbachev said. He 
points to the Government’s attempt late last year to mon-
etize Soviet-era social benefi ts, such as free public transport, 
medicines and electricity for pensioners, replacing them with 
cash payments. 

Public outrage against what was seen as the Government’s 
attempt to shirk its responsibilities led to the fi rst mass pro-
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tests in Russia since the fall of communism. He fears that 
there would have been social unrest had the Government 
been allowed to continue with the policies. “It was winter, it 
was cold,” he said. 

According to Mr. Gorbachev, it was President Putin’s in-
tervention that caused the withdrawal of some of the mea-
sures. “ I would like him to succeed in economic moderniza-
tion for the benefi t of the people,” he said. 

Mr. Gorbachev’s personal charm is well documented; 
he won over President Reagan during the arms talks in the 
1980s and made friends with Margaret Thatcher, whom 
he visited while in London this week. Still, for a man who 
led a much-feared totalitarian state, Mr. Gorbachev is 
disarming and without pomposity. Short in stature, he is 
animated, fixing you with his gaze and requests, through 
his interpreter, questions that are to the point and not too 
broad. 

Thrown off balance by a plea for accuracy from a (for-
mer) politician, Mr. Gorbachev took over. “There might be 
some slippage to authoritarianism but there can be no return 
to communism (in Russia),” he said, dismissing those who 
worry about Russia as a stable place for investment. “China 
is stable even though the regime is authoritarian.” 

Nor does he have time for the critics of President Putin’s 
attack on Mikhail Khodorkovsky, the former Yukos chief ex-
ecutive who is serving a jail sentence for tax evasion. Indeed, 
he seems to suggest further initiatives against the business 
oligarchs would not be unwelcome. 

The unraveling of the Soviet Union in 1989 when the re-
publics broke free was Mr. Gorbachev’s downfall. Unpopular 
and stripped of his Union, the Soviet leader was supplanted 
by Boris Yeltsin, who approved the massive sell-off of Russia’s 
oil production associations.

October 20, 2005
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Man of the Decade:
The Unlikely Patron of Change
By Lance Morrow 
(TIME)

The 1980s came to an end in what seemed like a magic 
act, performed on a world-historical stage. Trapdoors fl ew 
open, and whole regimes vanished. The shell of an old 
world cracked, its black iron fragments dropping away, and 
something new, alive, exploded into the air in a fl urry of 
white wings. 

Revolution took on a sort of electronic lightness of being. 
A crowd of half a million Czechoslovaks in Wenceslas Square 
would powder into electrons, stream into space at the speed 
of light, bounce off a satellite and shoot down to recombine 
in millions of television images around the planet. 

The transformation had a giddy, hallucinatory quality, 
its surprises tumbling out night after night. The wall that di-
vided Berlin and sealed an international order crumbled into 
souvenirs. The cold war, which seemed for so long part of the 
permanent order of things, was peacefully deconstructing 
before the world’s eyes. After years of numb changelessness, 
the communist world has come alive with an energy and tur-
moil that have taken on a bracing, potentially anarchic life of 
their own. Not even Stalinist Rumania was immune. 

The magician who set loose these forces is a career party 
functionary, faithful communist, charismatic politician, in-
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ternational celebrity and impresario of calculated disorder 
named Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev. He calls what he is 
doing – and permitting – a revolution. His has (so far) been a 
bloodless revolution, without the murderous, conspiratorial 
associations that the word has carried in the past. In novel 
alliance with the glasnost of world communications, Gor-
bachev became the patron of change: Big Brother’s better 
twin. His portraits, like icons at a saint’s-day festival, waved 
amid a swarm of Czechs. The East German young chanted 
“Gorby! Gorby!” to taunt the police. 

The world has acquired simultaneously more freedom 
and more danger. At the beginning of the age of exploration, 
a navigator’s map would mark unknown portions of the great 
ocean with the warning HERE BE MONSTERS. Gorbachev 
knows about the monsters, about the chaos he may have to 
struggle across, a chaos that he even helped to create. 

The potential for violence, and even for the disintegra-
tion of the Soviet order, is enormous. The U.S.S.R. is a vast 
amalgam of nationalities that have always been restive under 
the imperial Soviet system. To mix the politics of openness 
and the economics of scarcity is a messy and dangerous ex-
periment. 

Gorbachev and his reformist allies in Eastern Europe 
have managed to suppress at least one monster – the state’s 
capacity for terrible violence against its citizens. The Chi-
nese and, until last week, the Rumanians were not so lucky. 
The Chinese students carried portraits of the Soviet leader, 
and they were shouting, “In Russia they have Gorbachev; in 
China we have whom?” The yin and yang of 1989: tanks vs. 
glasnost, the dead hand of the past vs. Gorbachev’s vigorous, 
risky plunge into the future. Gorbachev is a hero for what he 
would not do – in fact, could not do, without tearing out the 
moral wiring of his ambitions for the future. In that sense, 
as in so many others, the fallen Rumanian tyrant Nicolae 
Ceausescu played the archvillain. 

Gorbachev has been a powerful, increasingly symbolic 
presence in the world’s imagination since he fi rst came to 



139

About Gorbachev

power in 1985. But what exactly does he symbolize? Change 
and hope for a stagnant system, motion, creativity, an amaz-
ing equilibrium, a gift for improvising a stylish performance 
as he hang glides across an abyss. Mikhail Gorbachev, super-
star: the West went predictably overboard in what one skep-
tic called its “Gorbasms.” 

But Gorbachev and his program of perestroika are far less 
popular at home. Estee Lauder and Christian Dior opened 
exclusive shops on Gorky Street. Meanwhile, soap, sugar, 
tea, school notebooks, cigarettes, sausage and other meats, 
butter, fruits and vegetables, and even matches are scarce. 
Only rubles are plentiful. As Alexis de Tocqueville wrote in 
his treatise on the French Revolution, “The most perilous 
moment for a bad government is when it seeks to mend its 
ways. Only consummate statecraft can enable a king to save 
his throne when, after a long spell of oppressive rule, he sets 
to improving the lot of his subjects.” Chaos rides in on rising 
expectations. 

Right now, in the dead of the Russian winter, Gorbachev 
may have reached his own most dangerous moment. None-
theless, with remarkable imagination and daring, he has 
embarked on a course, perhaps now irreversible, that is re-
shaping the world. He is trying to transform a government 
that was not just bad or inept but inherently destructive, its 
stupidity regularly descending into evil. He has been break-
ing up an old bloc to make way for a new Europe, altering the 
relationship of the Soviet empire with the rest of the world 
and changing the nature of the empire itself. He has made 
possible the end of the cold war and diminished the danger 
that a hot war will ever break out between the superpowers. 
Because he is the force behind the most momentous events 
of the ‘80s and because what he has already done will almost 
certainly shape the future, Mikhail Gorbachev is TIME’s 
Man of the Decade. 

Some people regard Gorbachev as a hero because they 
believe he is presiding over the demise of a loathsome ideol-
ogy. But he does not mean to abolish communism. On the 
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contrary, he wants to save it by transforming it. The supreme 
leader of an atheistic state was baptized as a child. Now, in a 
sense, Gorbachev means to accomplish the salvation of an 
entire society that has gone astray. Yet he has not found an 
answer to the question of how communism can be redeemed 
and still be communism. 

Gorbachev is playing Prospero in a realm ruled by Cali-
ban for the past 72 years. He aspires not merely to correct 
the “deformations of socialism,” as he calls the legacies of 
Stalinism and the incompetences of centralized economic 
planning. Gorbachev’s ambition is more comprehensive: to 
repair deformations of the Russian political character that go 
back centuries. The Renaissance and Enlightenment never 
arrived in Russia. Feudalism lived on, and endures now in 
the primitive authoritarianism of the Soviet system. 

Sigmund Freud once said that human self-esteem re-
ceived three great blows from science. First, Copernicus 
proved that the earth is not the center of the universe. Then 
Darwin showed that man is not organically superior to ani-
mals; and fi nally, psychoanalysis asserted that man is not 
“master in his own house.” The self-esteem of Soviet com-
munism suffered all three blows at once but lumbered on 
for years in a dusk of denial. Despite the pretensions of Marx 
and Lenin, the system that bears their name is manifestly not 
the ordained design of history, not superior to all others, and 
not even the master of its own house. 

Mikhail Gorbachev is the Copernicus, Darwin and Freud 
of communism all wrapped in one. He wants his fellow citi-
zens – and his comrades – at last to absorb this trinity of 
disillusionments and reconcile themselves into a whole and 
modern society. 

The November day before he met with the Pope in Rome 
(not the least of the year’s astonishments), Gorbachev said, 
“We need a revolution of the mind.” The metaphysics of 
global power has changed. Markets are now more valuable 
than territory, information more powerful than military 
hardware. For many years, the Soviets lived in paranoid iso-
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lation, fearful of Western culture (an old Russian tradition) 
and estranged from it in somewhat the way that Ayatullah 
Khomeini’s Iranians quarantined themselves from the secu-
lar poisons of the West. Peasant cultures shrink from foreign 
contamination. 

Gorbachev is a sort of Zen genius of survival, a nimble 
performer who can dance a side step, a showman and ma-
nipulator of reality, a suave wolf tamer. He has a way of 
turning desperate necessities into opportunities and even 
virtues. 

Much more than that, Gorbachev is a visionary enacting 
a range of complex and sometimes contradictory roles. He is 
simultaneously the communist Pope and the Soviet Martin 
Luther, the apparatchik as Magellan and McLuhan. The Man 
of the Decade is a global navigator. 

January 1, 1990
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Mikhail Gorbachev
By Tatiana Tolstaya

By gently pushing open the gates of reform, he unleashed a 
democratic fl ood that deluged the Soviet universe and washed 
away the cold war

In 1985, when the fi rst rumblings of Gorbachev’s thunder 
disturbed the moldy Soviet silence, the holy fools on the 
street – the people who always gather at fl ea markets and 
around churches – predicted that the new Czar would rule 
seven years. They assured anyone interested in listening 
that Gorbachev was “foretold in the Bible,” that he was an 
apocalyptic fi gure: he had a mark on his forehead. Every-
one had searched for signs in previous leaders as well, but 
Lenin’s speech defect, Stalin’s mustache, Brezhnev’s eye-
brows and Khrushchev’s vast baldness were utterly human 
manifestations. The unusual birthmark on the new Gen-
eral Secretary’s forehead, combined with his inexplicably 
radical actions, gave him a mystical aura. Writing about 
Gorbachev – who he was, where he came from, what he 
was after, and what his personal stake was (there had to be 
one) became just as intriguing as trying to fi gure out what 
Russia’s future would be. After he stepped down from his 
position as head of state, many people of course stopped 
thinking about him, and in Russian history, that in itself 
is extraordinary. How Gorbachev left power and what he 
has done since are unique episodes in Russian history, but 
he could have foreseen his own resignation: he prepared 
the ground and the atmosphere that made that resignation 
possible. Gorbachev is such an entirely political creature, 
and yet so charismatic, that it’s hard to come to any conclu-
sions about him as a person. Every attempt I know of has 
failed miserably. The phenomenon of Gorbachev has not 
yet been explained, and most of what I’ve read on the sub-
ject reminds me of how a biologist, psychologist, lawyer or 
statistician might describe an angel. 
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Gorbachev has been discussed in human terms, the usu-
al investigations have been made, his family tree has been 
studied, a former girlfriend has been unearthed (so what?), 
the spotlight has been turned on his wife. His completely or-
dinary education, colleagues, friends and past have all been 
gone over with a fi ne-tooth comb. By all accounts, Gor-
bachev shouldn’t have been Gorbachev. Then the pundits 
study the politics of the Soviet Union, evoke the shadow of 
Ronald Reagan and Star Wars, drag out tables and graphs to 
show that the Soviet economy was doomed to self-destruct, 
that it already had, that the country couldn’t have gone on 
that way any longer. But what was Reagan to us, when we 
had managed to overcome Hitler, all while living in the in-
human conditions of Stalinism? No single approach – and 
there have been many – can explain Gorbachev. Perhaps 
the holy fools with their metaphysical scenario were right 
when they whispered that he was marked and that seven 
years were given to him to transform Russia in the name 
of her as yet invisible but inevitable salvation and renais-
sance. After the August 1991 coup, Gorbachev was deprived 
of power, cast out, laughed at and reproached with all the 
misfortunes, tragedies and lesser and greater catastrophes 
that took place during his rule. Society always reacts more 
painfully to individual deaths than it does to mass annihila-
tion. The crackdowns in Georgia and Lithuania – the Gor-
bachev regime’s clumsy attempts to preclude the country’s 
collapse – led to the death of several dozen people. Their 
names are known, their photographs were published in 
the press, and one feels terribly sorry for them and their 
families. Yeltsin’s carnage in Chechnya, the bloody events in 
Tadjikistan, the establishment of feudal orders in the central 
Asian republics and the massive eradication of all human 
rights throughout the territory of the former Soviet Union 
are, however, regarded indifferently, as if they were in the 
order of things, as if they were not a direct consequence of 
the current regime’s irresponsible policies. Corruption did 
exist under Gorbachev; after Gorbachev it blossomed with 
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new fervor. Oppressive poverty did exist under Gorbachev; 
after Gorbachev it reached the level of starvation. Under 
Gorbachev the system of residence permits did fetter the 
population; after Gorbachev hundreds upon hundreds of 
thousands lost their property and the roofs over their heads 
and set off across the country seeking refuge from people as 
angry and hungry as they were. 

No doubt Gorbachev made mistakes. No doubt his 
maneuvering between the Scylla of a totalitarian regime 
and the Charybdis of democratic ideas was far from irre-
proachable. No doubt he listened to and trusted the wrong 
people, no doubt his hearing and sight were dulled by the 
enormous pressure and he made many crude, irreversible 
mistakes. But maybe not. In a country accustomed to the 
ruler’s answering for everything, even burned stew and 
spilled milk are held against the Czar and are never for-
given. Similarly, shamanism has always been a trait of the 
Russian national character: we cough and infect everyone 
around us, but when we all get sick, we throw stones at the 
shaman because his spells didn’t work. When Gorbachev 
was overthrown, for some reason everyone thought it was 
a good thing. The conservatives were pleased because in 
their eyes he was the cause of the regime’s demise (they 
were absolutely right). The radicals were happy because 
in their opinion he was an obstacle to the republics’ in-
dependence and too cautious in enacting economic re-
forms. (They too were correct.) This man with the stain 
on his forehead attempted simultaneously to contain and 
transform the country, to destroy and reconstruct, right 
on the spot. One can be Hercules and clean the Augean 
stable. One can be Atlas and hold up the heavenly vault. 
But no one has ever succeeded in combining the two roles. 
Surgery was demanded of Gorbachev, but angry shouts 
broke out whenever he reached for the scalpel. He wasn’t 
a Philippine healer who could remove a tumor without 
blood or incisions. Strangely enough, no one ever thought 
Gorbachev particularly honest, fair or noble. But after he 
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was gone, the country was overwhelmed by a flood of dis-
honesty, corruption, lies and outright banditry that no 
one expected. Those who reproached him for petty indul-
gences at government expense – for instance, every room 
of his government dacha had a television set – themselves 
stole billions; those who were indignant that he sought 
advice from his wife managed to set up their closest rela-
tives with high-level, well-paid state jobs. All the pygmies 
of previous years, afraid to squeak in the pre-Gorbachev 
era, now, with no risk of response, feel justified in insult-
ing him. The pettiness of the accusations speaks for itself. 
Gorbachev’s Pizza Hut ads provoke particular ridicule, and 
while the idea is indeed amusing, they pay his rent. The 
scorn reminds me of how the Russian upper crust once 
castigated Peter the Great for being unafraid to roll up his 
sleeves and get his hands dirty. Amazingly, in our huge, 
multinational country, where the residents of St. Peters-
burg speak with a different accent from those of Moscow, 
Gorbachev’s southern speech is held against him. After his 
resignation, Gorbachev suddenly became very popular in 
an unexpected quarter: among young people. He became 
an element of pop culture, a decorative curlicue of the 
apolitical, singing, dancing, quasi-bohemians. It was fash-
ionable to weave his sayings into songs: in one popular 
composition Raisa Gorbachev’s voice says thoughtfully, 
“Happiness exists; it can’t be otherwise,” and Gorbachev 
answers, “I found it.” 

In the 1996 election, 1.5% of the electorate voted for 
him. That’s about 1.5 million people. I think about those 
people, I wonder who they are. But I’ll never know. The 
press hysteria before the election was extraordinary. Ordi-
nary people no longer trusted or respected the moribund 
Yeltsin, but many were afraid of the communists and Gen-
nadi Zyuganov, so the campaign was carried out under the 
slogan the lesser of two evils or better dead than red. All my 
friends either voted for Yeltsin, sighing and chanting the 
sacred phrases, or, overcome by apathy or revulsion, didn’t 
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vote at all. I asked everyone, “Why not vote for Gorbach-
ev?” “He doesn’t have a chance,” was the answer. “I would, 
but others won’t, and Zyuganov will be elected as a result,” 
some said. This, at least, was a pragmatic approach. But it 
turns out that there were 1.5 million dreamers, people who 
hadn’t forgotten that bright if short period of time when 
the chains fell one after another, when every day brought 
greater freedom and hope, when life acquired meaning and 
prospects, when, it even seemed, people loved one another 
and felt that a general reconciliation was possible.
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Raisa, We Loved You
By Anatole Kaletsky 
(The Times)

She was an enigma to the end, but she was the face of a more 
hopeful Russia, says Anatole Kaletsky

As Russia descends into the sewers of history under the tot-
tering, venal leadership of Boris Yeltsin, the death of Raisa 
Gorbachev should remind us that, even in the tragic history 
of this benighted country, there have been fl eeting moments 
of enlightenment and hope. 

The outlook for Russia – as a society, an economy and 
certainly as a world power – may seem as dark today as ever 
in its history. Yet ten years ago, when Mikhail Gorbachev was 
touring the world as the fi rst-ever Russian leader commit-
ted to freedom, democracy and human rights, Russia’s hopes 
seemed brighter than at any time in a thousand years. Dur-
ing this brief Russian renaissance, Raisa Gorbachev’s pres-
ence at her husband’s side was seen, especially overseas, as a 
symbol of the Soviet leader’s sincerity and good faith. While 
little was known of Mrs Gorbachev’s personal political opin-
ions, her obvious intelligence, her interest in foreign cultures 
and her Western-style good looks, turned her into a beacon 
of humanity in the cruel, featureless sea of impassive, pasty-
faced Soviet apparatchiks. 

Until Mrs Gorbachev’s untimely death, it was enough 
to compare her lively, curious face with the expressionless 
mask of the heavily sedated President Yeltsin to see how far 
Russia has regressed since the 1991 coup. It seems appropri-
ate, therefore, to mark Mrs Gorbachev’s funeral, which takes 
place in Moscow this morning, not by discussing her own or 
her husband’s achievements, but by refl ecting on what hap-
pened to Russia after they were swept from power. 

Let me begin on a personal note, by admitting that I am 
a shameless Gorbachev admirer. Having been born in the 
Soviet Union and having heard from my parents about the 
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many friends, relatives and neighbours they lost in Stalin’s 
purges, I had a recurring dream ever since I was a child. It 
was about a kind of saviour who would suddenly descend 
on Russia and free it from the Communist terror. Ironically, 
the picture in my dream was often reminiscent of the scene 
when Lenin arrives at Finland Station in Eisenstein’s fi lm 
October. I saw Gorbachev for the fi rst time in 1988, when 
he came to the UN to announce the fi rst Soviet military 
withdrawal from Eastern Europe and promise that the So-
viet Union would recognise the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. Most people were deeply sceptical about his 
motivations, but I felt that this was a truly historic moment. 
My fi rst son, who was born three days after Gorbachev’s UN 
speech, was named Misha partly in honour of this event. 

For the next few years, I naturally still harboured seri-
ous doubts about the sincerity of Gorbachev’s liberalisation 
and the durability of the political reforms he had introduced. 
These were put to rest by another experience that I shall never 
forget. Returning to Moscow in the spring of 1990, for the fi rst 
time since my childhood, I turned on the television in my ho-
tel room and saw a broadcast of a parliamentary debate. The 
speaker was a priest who declared himself to be a member of 
something called the Democratic Christian Party. 

He launched into a fervent diatribe against Commu-
nists of all shades and stripes. He described graphically the 
horrors perpetrated in his region by Stalin and insisted that 
all members of the Communist Party must accept personal 
responsibility for these. He demanded that all Communists 
should be expelled from the parliament and be banned from 
all positions of authority. He denounced Gorbachev by name 
as a criminal and concluded: “Now let him pay the ultimate 
penalty for his crimes.” 

In Britain or America, almost every sentence of this 
speech would have been ruled wildly out of order under the 
rules of Congress or the House of Commons. Yet the delegates 
in the Russian parliament listened quietly and responded at 
the end with polite applause. I refl ected on the state of mind 
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of the average Soviet citizen who might see this provocative 
and slanderous speech casually broadcast on state television. 
It struck me that many Russians would despise Gorbachev 
for his weakness, rather than admiring him for his courage. 
But it also struck me that glasnost really was a political revo-
lution that could never be turned back. Gorbachev had let 
the genie of free expression out of its bottle. It would now 
take a repression of almost inconceivable ruthlessness – and 
totally unimaginable effi ciency – to turn Russia back into a 
totalitarian state. 

As I look back today on events since Gorbachev’s depar-
ture, that conclusion seems right, even though Russia has 
made almost no progress since 1991 towards establishing a 
genuine law-governed democracy. The State is in the pockets 
of a corrupt and lawless clique of business “oligarchs” and 
Yeltsin courtiers. The press and broadcast media, largely con-
trolled by the same business interests, are probably less free 
today than in the waning days of the Soviet regime. Yet Rus-
sia is still more or less a free country – and it is very likely to 
remain largely free in the coming years, whatever happens 
to the economy and almost whoever wins the battle over 
Yeltsin’s succession. 

What, then, went wrong after Gorbachev? While there 
has been so little political progress, the Russian economy has 
been completely transformed from a communist to a market 
system. And yet Russia’s economic degeneration has horri-
fi ed both the Russian people and the world at large. To put 
these observations together, the facile conclusion is that Rus-
sia moved too quickly and recklessly into economic reform 
after Gorbachev. 

This may be partly right. Certainly Yeltsin’s recklessness 
and corruption have been partly responsible for Russia’s eco-
nomic troubles, but the problems go deeper than that. To re-
read Gorbachev’s own account of his political and economic 
project in his memoirs, published in 1995, it is clear that Gor-
bachev never really understood what he himself meant when 
he called for a programme of “radical economic reform” at 
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the XXVIIth Communist Party Congress in early 1986. His 
approach to economics remained, to the end, that of a Com-
munist bureaucrat. His book describes in mind-numbing 
detail the endless battles and negotiations over the drafts of 
the multitude of reform programmes presented to the Com-
munist Party and the Supreme Soviet. But it hardly discusses 
at all the real economic issues that had to be resolved – how 
to achieve a gradual liberalisation of prices, how to reform 
the monetary system and control infl ation, how to rebuild 
an honest and effi cient state bureaucracy, how to establish a 
properly functioning tax and social security system, how to 
transfer state property into private hands. 

The substance of such issues seemed to be of little inter-
est to Gorbachev. But Yeltsin has given them even less atten-
tion. Both leaders have casually delegated such dull matters of 
detail to professors and “specialists”, while they concentrated 
on the serious business of drafting programmes, speeches and 
decrees. Yet it is in creating the institutional and legal foun-
dations of a real market economy that Russia now faces the 
greatest challenges from vested interests – and now poses the 
greatest demands for political leadership. Gorbachev, for all 
his political achievements, was probably unable to understand 
these economic challenges. Yeltsin was much worse, simply 
abdicating responsibility for economic policy to his revolving-
door governments and selling the State to his supporters. 

Sooner or later, Russia may get a government which is as 
committed to sound economic management as Gorbachev’s 
was to political liberalisation. If and when that happens, the 
world may be surprised by Russia’s ability to catch up with 
Western civilisation in the economic, as well as the political, 
sphere. With luck, this transformation could begin as soon 
as Boris Yeltsin is swept from power by a more responsible 
government. How sad that Raisa Gorbachev will not be able 
to see her husband’s achievements fi nally bearing fruit. 

September 23, 1999
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