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The Soviet Coup in 
Comparative Perspective

On September 24, 1991, Alfred Stepan, Professor of 
Political Science at Columbia University, delivered a 
lecture on the role of the military and ethnicity in the 
collapse of the Soviet system, and compared the coup 
attempt in the USSR with similar attempts in Spain and 
Yugoslavia.

According to Stepan, there are three important charac-
teristics of military organizations: 1) the military believes 
that its institutional role can only being carried out within 
the context of a relatively strong and stable state. If the 
military believes the state is collapsing, it becomes an 
unreliable ally, liable to choose sides unpredictably; 2) 
the military attaches an extremely high value on remain-
ing united; 3) a certain group within a society must 
possess a legitimate monopoly of coercive force, and this 
often falls upon the military.

The Spanish Case
Stepan noted that Spain’s ethnic problems were less 

severe than those of Yugoslavia or the Soviet Union. 
What helped the Spanish overcome their ethnic problems 
in Catalonia and the Basque territory was the creation, 
through an all-union (national) election, of a constituent 
assembly. The constituent assembly raised the ethnicity 
problem as a key issue, and eventually increased the 
autonomy of Catalonia and the Basque region, which 
gave them greater control over their cultural life and 
identity. This freedom enhanced the perceived legiti-
macy of the Spanish state authority. Also, Catalonia 
came to see itself as a powerful region within the Euro-
pean community.

When the coup attempt came it was in the context of 
this more legitimated state and regional authority. The 
fact that no national or regional party of major scope 
supported the coup was key to its failure. The coup

attempt actually consolidated the regime’s power. As 
people revealed their preferences, the government 
moved quickly to jail them.

Yugoslavia’s Creeping Coup
According to Stepan, independence was only the second 

preferred option of the Yugoslav republics last year. 
Slovenia and Croatia preferred an extreme form of con-
federation, while Macedonia, Serbia, and Bosnia-Herze-
govina favored some form of federation. All sides 
realized that a push for independence would plunge the 
country toward civil war. What led to the present “least 
preferred” option was that the first elections were held at 
the republic level instead of the all-union level. The 
republics gained an electoral mandate while the all-union 
authority did not.

The ethnic problem in Yugoslavia can be seen in the 
fact that while 38.6% of the population is Serbian or 
Montenegrin, 67% of the generals are Serbian or Monte-
negrin. During the six months prior to the outbreak of 
civil war the Yugoslav army underwent a kind of 
“preemptive homogenization.” Different ethnic groups 
were allowed to leave the army, thus strengthening the 
Montenegrin and Serbian core. Even so, the military still 
considers itself the only “all-Yugoslav” organization 
functioning. The price for remaining all-Yugoslav has 
been to become increasingly Greater Serbian. This cre-
ated a congruence between Milosevic’s Grand Serbian 
plans and the military’s efforts to decrease the ethnic 
content of the armed forces. However, the military is 
worried that if Yugoslavia becomes in actuality a Greater 
Serbia, the Army will be put in a coercive relationship 
with the different ethnic groups, most notably the Alba-
nians and the Croatians.
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The Soviet Coup Attempt
According to Professor Stepan, the Soviet Union’s 

ethnic problems are worse than those of either Yugosla-
via or Spain. Gorbachev attempted to liberalize without 
a full commitment to democratization. Elections were 
held on the republic and local level, but never at an 
all-union level. The local and republican elections gave 
local officials a more legitimate mandate, notably lack-
ing at the all-union level.

The Soviet military’s high degree of involvement in 
inter-ethnic conflict creates strains within the armed 
forces, given the ethnic composition of the units. Unlike 
Yugoslavia, there has not been an ethnic “meltdown” in 
the military, because the Soviet military has a much more 
ideological commitment to being an integrated force and 
a Communist Party organization. The Soviet military is 
a highly politicized organization, with 82 uniformed 
officers in the Congress of People’s Deputies and 10,000 
uniformed officers elected at the deputy level throughout 
the country. The extent of ethnic discontent is reflected 
in large scale draft evasion. For the first half of 1991 the 
total of the draft commitment met was only 8.2% in 
Georgia, 16.4% in Armenia, 12.1% in Latvia, 84% in 
Uzbekistan, and perhaps most significantly, just 65% in 
Moscow, the veritable center of the system itself. Stepan 
found these figures “unprecedented” in his study of mili-
tary politics in comparative perspective.
As most military activity during a coup would take place 

primarily in the Russian republic, the politics of this 
republic are of great importance. In the Russian Congress 
of Deputies 40% of the senior Interior Ministry officers 
and 86% of junior officers in the Interior Ministry voted 
with the “Democratic Russia” bloc on the eight most

important votes prior to the coup. In the military, only 
16% of field grade officers voted with “Democratic 
Russia.” However, the figure for colonels and majors is 
63%, and for lieutenants and captains, 73%, which rep-
resents a dramatic generational and rank split within the 
Soviet military. Furthermore, 50% of the officers in the 
Leningrad military district and over 90% in the Pacific 
district voted for Yeltsin. Therefore, if the coup hoped to 
succeed, Yeltsin should have been arrested or even killed 
outright.
Stepan called the Lithuanian affair a clear sign of crisis 

in civil-military relations. For a coup to succeed it must 
be led by a military leader who is trusted by key “troop” 
commanders. However, Marshall Yazov, the Soviet De-
fense Minister, could not muster the requisite military 
support because his statement that the local commanders 
acted on their own in the Lithuanian affair alienated the 
troop commanders. Furthermore, the same eight coup 
leaders also lost the June 17 constitutional battle, in 
which Prime Minister Pavlov attempted to gain legisla-
tive powers for the Cabinet of Ministers. Gorbachev 
easily defeated this initiative, which lowered the image 
of the future coup leaders as possible winners in a power 
struggle, and the military generally prefers to back a 
winner.

The outcome of the failed coup leaves many unan-
swered questions. The Soviet system is the only system 
that allows the degree of political activism seen in the 
Soviet military. The military’s position has deteriorated 
with the defection of units to the republics. Democratic 
transition requires some type of controlled, legitimate 
monopoly of force, but the Soviet military is incapable 
of such legitimacy in the present setting.
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