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Name: Boris Yeltsin
Age: The count stopped at 76
Nationality: Russian
Claim to fame: The man who ushered in the end of the Soviet Union – but for better or worst?

On April 25, former Russian president Boris Yeltsin’s funeral in Moscow was a grand and solemn affair, with many dignitaries from across the globe – such as former US president’s Bill Clinton, George H.W. Bush, Britain’s former prime minister John Major and German President Horst Koehler, as well as leaders of former Soviet republics that became independent at the start of Yeltsin’s 1991-1999 rule.

While Yeltsin was not a very religious man, as Russia’s first post-Soviet president he was accorded religious rites conducted by the Russian Orthodox Church, something that was in contrast to the practice during the days of the Soviet Union as it was an atheist state.

Boris Yeltsin’s legacy is being remembered with conflicting feelings for he was the most controversial figure in recent Russian history. The west has a rosier picture of him as the symbol of a new democratic Russia, while many in Russia consider him as the destroyer of the motherland, for it was under him that the Soviet Union collapsed, their customary lifestyle changed forever and society was broken up and divided into the rich and the poor. It is reported that Communist lawmakers expressed resentment of Yeltsin’s role in bringing an end to the Soviet Union by refusing to stand for a moment of silence called in his memory at the opening of the session of the lower house of parliament on the day of his funeral.

Born in Siberia in 1931, Yeltsin began to run his native region as the Communist Party secretary during the 1970s. He was brought to Moscow’s corridors of power in 1985 by Gorbachev, where he was soon seen shaking things up in the Politbureau, the Communist Party’s top council. After a showdown with Gorbachev over the slow pace of reform in 1987, Yeltsin was sacked and sidelined by being given an insignificant assignment. But he was soon back and was overwhelmingly elected in 1989 to the new Congress of Peoples’ Deputies – a semi-democratic parliament instituted by Gorbachev.

In June 1991, he was elected as the first president of Russia, which was still a republic of the USSR. In August the same year, Communist hard-liners placed Gorbachev under house arrest and tried to seize power. Yeltsin became the leader of resistance to the coup, inspiring crowds from the top of a tank near Russia’s parliament building. That was clearly his finest moment. Though Gorbachev was released when the coup collapsed, he never regained his power, and by December Yeltsin signed away the USSR in a secret meeting with Ukrainian and Belarussian leaders. The Commonwealth of Independent States was established on December 8, 1991.

The Soviet Union’s collapse was followed by hyperinflation, mass impoverishment, and the privatization of Russia’s natural resources into the hands of a bunch of elite of Kremlin insiders. Yeltsin disappointed many Russians by failing to bring political, economic and social stability to the nation. Even some liberals are critical of Yeltsin, pointing to his disastrous decision to launch a war in Chechnya and his association with corrupt business tycoons.

The most gruesome debacle that Yeltsin is blamed for is the war on Chechnya. Tens of thousands of civilians were killed, serious human rights violations took place, Chechnya’s main cities and towns were razed and, in the end, Russia was defeated, humiliated by a forced withdrawal. Basically the Russian army was not capable of fighting the war. They were short of funds and weaponry, using World War II tactics totally unsuitable for modern urban guerrilla warfare. The August 1996 Khasavyurt Accord led to a ceasefire and national humiliation, firmly erasing Russia’s status as a global superpower.

While Yeltsin’s popularity took a nosedive at home, abroad he was a darling of the western leaders. In 1998, Russia was admitted into the Group of Seven major western democracies as a full member. But ill health had begun to trouble Yeltsin and suddenly on New Year’s Eve 1999, he resigned and handed power to his chosen prime minister, Putin, a former KGB head.

As the new man in Moscow, Putin has stirred Russia towards stability, but democracy is still evading the nation. Russia seems to have entered a new era of autocracy whose seeds were planted by Yeltsin when he wrote a new constitution to create a super-presidency – Putin has simply used that constitution to his advantage.

In whatever way Yeltsin will be remembered by his countrymen, history books will undoubtedly credit him as the man who presided over the demise of the Soviet Union.

