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Bidding a farewell to the last leader of the USSR

With the death of Mikhail Gorbachev, the last great statesman, and an entire epoch, disappears. |
had the privilege of working with him, as deputy director of the World Political Forum, which Gorbi
had founded in Turin in 2003, with a headquarters agreement with the Piedmont Region. The
Forum brought together personalities from all over the world to discuss what was happening. The
greatest international protagonists, from Kohl to Mitterrand, from Jaruzelski to Oscar Arias, would
discuss frankly their role and their mistakes.

| will always remember an FPM in 2007, in which Gorbachev reminded those present that he had
agreed in a meeting with Kohl, to withdraw support for the East German regime, in return for an
assurance that NATO borders would not be moved beyond reunified Germany. And Kohl replied,
pointing to Andreotti who was present, that some were not so enthusiastic about a return to
creating Europe’s greatest power, a position shared by Thatcher. Andreotti had said: ‘I love
Germany so much that | prefer to have two’. And the American delegation acknowledged this
commitment but complained that Secretary of State Baker had been overwhelmed by the hawks,
who wanted to continue to enlarge NATO and squeeze Russia into a straitjacket. Gorbi’s comment
was lapidary: ‘instead of cooperating with a Russia that wanted to continue on a northern-style
socialist path, you hastened to bring it down, and had Yeltsin first, who was conditionally yours’.
But from Yeltsin was born Putin, who began to see things in a completely different way.

Gorbachev cooperated with Reagan to eliminate the Cold War. It is amusing to see American
historiography attributing the historic victory over communism and the end of the Cold War to
Reagan. But without Gorbachev, the powerful but dull Soviet bureaucracy would have continued
to resist, and would certainly have lost power. But the Berlin Wall would not have fallen, and the
wave of freedom in socialist Europe would surely have come after Reagan’s term.

How much Gorbachev was the intent, even more than Reagan, on advancing on the path of peace
and disarmament, became clear after the 1986 meeting in Reykjavik. Gorbachev proposed to
Reagan the total elimination of atomic weaponry. Reagan said that, because of the time
difference, he would consult Washington later. When the two met the next morning, Reagan told
him that the US proposed the elimination of 40 percent of the nuclear warheads. And Gorbachev
replied to him: ‘if you can do no more, let’s start like this. But | remind you that we can now
destroy the planet and humanity hundreds of times over’. Time would prove that disarming
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nuclear Russia was certainly in the American interest if Defence Secretary Weinberg, who went so
far as to threaten resignation, had been able to look far ahead.

Yeltsin did everything he could to humiliate Gorbachev, to replace him. He stripped him of every
pension, every perk: bodyguard, state car, and made him vacate the Kremlin in a matter of hours.
But with Putin, he became practically an enemy of the people. The propaganda against him was
crude but effective. Gorbachev had presided over the end of the Soviet Union’s great tragedy and
had believed the West. Now the USSR was encircled by NATO, and Putin saw himself obliged, in
the name of history, to recover at least part of the great power that Gorbachev had squandered.

Those who had stood by Gorbachev since Yeltsin’s arrival saw how the elder statesman, who had
changed the course of history, suffered deeply to see the course it was taking. Of course, the press
preferred to ignore the deep corruption of the Yeltsin era, which cost the Russian people terrible
sacrifices. Under Yeltsin, a team of American economists issued decrees privatizing the entire
Russian economy, with an immediate collapse in the value of the rouble and social services. The
average life expectancy fell back ten years in one fell swoop. | had a great impression to discover
that my breakfast in the morning in the hotel cost as much as an average monthly pension. It was
deeply saddening to see so many old ladies dressed in black selling their few poor belongings on
the street.

At the same time, a few party officials, friends of Yeltsin, were buying up at bargain prices the large
state enterprises put up for sale. But how did they do it, in a society where there were no rich
people? Giulietto Chiesa documented this in an investigation in Turin’s ‘La Stampa’.

Under American pressure, the International Monetary Fund granted an emergency loan of five
billion dollars (in 1990) to stabilize the dollar. These dollars never reached the Russian Central
Bank, nor did the IMF raise any questions. They were distributed among the future oligarchs, who
suddenly found themselves fabulously millionaires. When Yeltsin had to leave power, he sought a
successor who would guarantee him and his cronies impunity. One of his advisers introduced him
to Putin, saying that he could tame the uprising in Chechnya. And Putin agreed on one condition:
that the oligarchs would never get involved in politics. One of them. Khdorkowski, did not respect
the pact and opened a front in opposition to Yeltsin. We know his fate: stripped of all property, and
imprisoned. It was the only appearance of an oligarch in politics.

Gorbachev is the last statesman. With the arrival of the League in Turin, the agreement to host the
World Political Forum was, to his amazement, canceled. The Forum moved to Luxembourg and
then the Italians in Rome Foundation took over some of its activities (very presciently) on
environmental issues. Gorbachev’s right-hand man, Andrei Gracev, Gorbi’s spokesman in the
PCUS and in the transition to democracy, a brilliant analyst, moved to Paris, where he is the point
of reference for debates on Russia. Gorbi, suffering from diabetes, experienced the war in Ukraine
as a personal drama: his mother was Ukrainian. He retreated to a hospital under close supervision
where he finally died. The era of statesmen is over, also the era of debates by great protagonists of
history.

After Gorbachev, politicians lost the dimension of statesmen. They have gradually fallen back to
the demands of electoral success, to short-time politics, to the shelving of debates of ideas, and
instead turn not to reason, but to the voters’ instincts. Instincts to be aroused and conquered,
even by a relentless campaign of fake news. A school that Trump has managed to export to the
world, from the constitutional vote in Chile on 4 September, to Bolsonaro, to Marcos, to Putin,



and, consequently, to Zelenski. And | find myself writing my bitterness, my discouragement, not
only for the death of one of my mentors (as Aldo Moro was) but for an era that now seems
definitively over: that of Politics with a capital P, capable of shaking up the world it encountered,
with great risks and with the great goals of Peace and International Cooperation. And to write
uncomfortable truths, known by few, that will be immediately buried by hostile interventions and
ridicule. Andrei was right when he said to me a short while ago on the phone: “Roberto, my
mistake and yours is to have survived our era. Let us also be careful, because we will end up being
a nuisance...”

Italian-Argentine journalist Roberto Savio is the publisher of OtherNews, adviser to INPS-IDN, and to
the Global Cooperation Council. He is also co-founder of Inter Press Service (IPS) news agency and its
President Emeritus.
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The political scientist, who at the beginning of the 1990s declared ‘the end of history,’ returns with a
new book where he identifies the threats to classical liberalism: runaway capitalism and too much
identity politics

Francis Fukuyama answers questions quickly and accurately, with surgical precision: it is clear
that he has given a lot of thought to what he says.

In the early 1990s, he gained worldwide fame for declaring “the end of history” after the fall of the
Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. Liberal democracy had triumphed, he said.

However, in his new book, Liberalism and Its Discontents, he detects new threats to the classical
liberal model that he defends. On the one hand, misguided neoliberalism - which demonized the
state - put an end to solidarity, generating unsustainable inequality. On the other, runaway
identity currents - be it the conspiratorial nationalist right or a left that is too focused on
minorities - have created new societal ruptures.

The 69-year-old Chicago-born political scientist received EL PAIS at the Rafael del Pino Foundation
in Madrid.

Question. When we talk about liberalism, we associate it with the center-right, although if we
think back to the French Revolution, it was more associated with the left.

Answer. | have a very broad definition of liberalism... in Europe, you’re right, it’s associated with
the center-right. In the United States, it’s associated with the left. | say that liberalism is a doctrine
that protects individual rights and limits the power of the state. And it can be either left or right in
economic terms. But what’s important is the rule of law as a foundation for a society.

Q. How did liberalism lead to the neoliberalism that you criticize?

A.1think that there was excess state regulation and state interference in economies that had
developed by the 1970s. And so, you had politicians like Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher
that tried to roll back some of that regulation. They were supported in this by very prominent
economists, like Milton Friedman. The problem was that [they] went too far and attempted to
undermine all forms of state activity, even necessary ones, for example, of regulating the financial
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system. And as a result, we ended up with a globalization that increased inequality and led to
substantial instability in the global financial system. And this, of course, provoked a populist
backlash that you see both on the left and the right, which partially explains why we are where we
are today.

Q. Sometimes you hear justifications for economic inequality. To what extent is inequality
justified?

A.1think that there always has to be some balance between the need for economic growth and
the need for a society that protects people from at least the worst aspects of a market economy.

Q. But right now inequality is starting to be problematic.

A. Well, I don’t think that you can generalize. In Latin America, you have a continent that has
experienced a great degree of inequality. A lot of the populist politics that you see in places like
Argentina or Venezuela are the result of this kind of inequality, which leads to both very bad
economic outcomes, but also very bad politics, because we have this polarization between a
populist left and ultra-conservative right. In other parts of the world, it’s not [the case]. In
Germany, the Netherlands, Scandinavia, you’ve had social democratic parties in power for a long
time. [They’ve] done a lot of redistribution - you don’t get this kind of polarized politics and you
have an alteration between the center-left and center-right, which I think is much healthier.

Q. I have the impression, from reading your book, that you’ve taken a turn towards a more social
democratic vision.

A. Well, I was never opposed to social democracy. | think that it really depends on the historical
period and the degree of state intervention. By the 1960s, many social democratic societies had
become mired in low growth [and] high inflation. At that point, | think it was important to roll
some of that back. That is, in fact, what happened in Scandinavia. Most of those countries reduced
tax rates, reduced levels of regulation and therefore became more productive. But | think that in
the current period, we need more social democracy, especially in the United States. We still don’t
have universal health care, which I think is ridiculous for a rich country, a rich democratic country.
My attitude towards social democracy really depends on what period you’re talking about and
what country you’re talking about.

Q. In Spain, when people talk about identity politics, such as feminism or the LGTBQ+ movement,
they are sometimes criticized as collectivist. In your book, they seem to have their roots in
classical liberalism, in the affirmation of individual rights.

A. ldentity politics arise because certain groups are discriminated against or marginalized. And it’s
perfectly legitimate to use identity as a means of social mobilization to push back against
marginalization. | think that identity politics becomes problematic in a liberal society when one’s
fixed identity becomes the most essential thing that one knows about somebody, when you’re
making judgments about people simply on the basis of their membership in a group and not what
they’ve accomplished as individuals. There’s an acceptable liberal version of identity politics, but |
think it can be very problematic.

Q. These groups are sometimes accused of fostering a “cancel culture.” Does such a culture exist?



A. In certain parts of the United States and other countries you have a very intolerant form of
progressive politics that really does not want alternative views to be expressed. And so, yes,
people are cancelled and fired from [their] jobs or shouted down. And that’s particularly
problematic when it happens in universities, because universities are dedicated to free expression
and the free exploration of ideas. [This is] a dangerous trend that’s been promoted by a certain
version of identity politics.

Q. There are cases of this phenomenon in Spain, but it’s not clear if they should be labelled as part
of a “culture.”

A. Well, it’s not a general culture. | think that in the United States, it’s probably more extreme than
in Spain or many European countries. Partly it has to do with our racial history, because racial
inequality was the first and most basic civil rights issue. It was a very big problem in the United
States and it became a pattern for other groups: for women, for gays and lesbians and
transgender people to assert their rights. So I think it’s an issue of particular sensitivity. But | agree
with you. It’s not clear that it’s a general culture because it’s something that is particularly
prominent in more elite institutions like universities or Hollywood or the traditional media. But it’s
not, generally speaking, in the society as a whole.

Q. How has the internet affected the way we talk about politics?

A. The internet has made possible the amplification of certain voices on a scale that is
unprecedented... but it has also been able to silence certain voices, because social media is the
primary means by which we communicate politically these days. And | think both of [these factors]
are problematic in terms of freedom of speech.

Social media is the primary means by which we communicate politically these days
Q. Are we living through a crisis of trust that has been caused by social media?

A. Trust in institutions has been declining for 50 years. [This] decline has accelerated because
there are anti-democratic forces that actively want to undermine trust. For example, what the
Russians have done in social media is not to promulgate their point of view - it’s really to
undermine the trust that people have in democratic societies, in their institutions.

Q. Liberalism defends the autonomy of the individual. To what extent should societies be
individualistic?

A. Societies need to have common social values. You can’t communicate if you don’t have a
common language and a common set of cultural reference points by which you can interact with
other people. When individualism gets to the point where people are actually making up their own
values systems or living in close cultural communities where they can’t communicate or interact, |
think that’s an excessive degree of individualism.

Q. How do we find a balance?
A.1think that you have to rely on the fact that human beings are social creatures that have

powerful social instincts. We have to balance between excessive individualism, but also an
excessive degree of social conformity.



Q. To what extent can individual freedom - something so sacred to liberals - be limited?

A. All liberal societies have to [be able to] preserve their own institutions. When you get a political
party, for example, that is anti-democratic or anti-liberal, that, if it gains power, it’s going to shut
down freedom of expression, not going to permit future democratic elections and so forth, a
liberal society has the right to defend itself.

During the Cold War, you had a number of communist parties in France, Italy and Spain that were
anti-liberal... there was a lot of resistance to them being permitted to freely participate in the
system because there was a fear that, if they came to power, they would never leave power. | think
there was a similar suspicion of a lot of Islamist parties. That was one of the reasons for the
reaction against the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. A liberal society must [have the ability] to
protect itself from illiberal forces.

Q. Is there a risk of moving towards an illiberal world?

A. There are two separate threats right now. The most severe one is from a resurgent populist
nationalism that’s represented by Orban in Hungary, by Erdogan in Turkey, by Modi in India, by
Donald Trump in the United States. All of these people were legitimately elected... but they use
their legitimacy to threaten illiberal institutions. They want to eliminate the independent court
system, they want to shut down opposition media, they [weaponize] the justice system to go after
their political opponents. Then, there’s a separate threat coming from the left, which mostly
applies in cultural settings, because you don’t have a left that’s come to power in quite the same
way, at least in Europe and in North America. In Latin America, it’s different, because you do have
a populist left that has behaved in a very similar authoritarian way in Venezuela and Nicaragua.

Q. Are liberalism and democracy always fellow travellers?

A. They are allies and they support each other, but they don’t necessarily have to exist at the same
time. Orban wants an illiberal democracy, with elections, but without freedom of the press or
belief or free opposition. There are also liberal societies without democracy, like Singapore: there
is individual freedom, but there are no elections.

Q. What do you think of the recently deceased Mikhail Gorbachev?

A. Well, he [leaves behind] a very mixed legacy. | think he remained a communist to the end. He
didn’t want the Soviet Union to fall apart in the way that it did. But among communists, he had
some very liberal tendencies. Glasnost was basically an appeal for greater freedom of
expression... and that actually ended up undermining the former Soviet Union, because when
people were allowed to speak freely, it turned out that, in many of the republics of the Soviet
Union, what they said was: “l want my country to be separate from the Soviet Union.” It happened
in the Baltics and in Ukraine and in many other places. Gorbachev did not intend for that to
happen and he was very upset that it did. But | think, honestly, we have to admit that, without
Gorbachev, all those countries would still be trapped in a Soviet dictatorship.

Q. In the 1990s, you spoke of “the end of history.” Now we talk more about the end of the world!

A. | never said that liberal democracy would triumph everywhere, or that it would be the system



that would end all our problems. If you take something like climate change - especially generated
by economic growth - | don’t think that liberal democracy is worse at managing it than
authoritarian governments, as is sometimes thought. Democracies have been more efficientin
reducing emissions. The Chinese economy, for example, is based on fossil fuels.

Q. How do you see the future of civilization?

A. I’'m optimistic in the sense that | believe that there’s been a lot of progress. Historically, if we
take a very long view of history, humans have been remarkably able to adapt and shape their
world.
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